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Our cover feature this month is a tribute to the great Morgan 

stallion HOLIDAY COMPADRE who along with his legendary rider, 
Eitan Beth-Halachmy, made history.  Together, they earned World and 
National Championships, entertained countless horsepeople with their 
brand of “Freestyle Reining” routines that were well known and antici-
pated, and founded a new equestrian sport called Cowboy Dressage.  

HOLIDAY COMPADRE is by CARLYLE COMMAND and out 
of HOLIDAY TEMPTRESS.   He was bred by Debbie Beth-Halachmy.

Compadre, as he is lovingly known, was the 1993 and 1996 Mor-
gan Western Pleasure World Champion.  A superb athlete, he was also 
the AMHA Grand National Freestyle Reining Champion in 1994 and 
Reserve Champion in 1995.  Besides showing, Compadre and Eitan 
have performed before and entertained audiences at such events as Eq-
uitana, the World Equestrian Games and Horse Expos all over the U.S.  
It is fair to say Compadre, with Eitan in the saddle, had a spectacular 
and long running show career.  Compadre is now retired and lives 
quietly in Colorado with “his own band of mares and green pastures.”

Eitan, on the other hand, is still moving at full throttle teaching, 
hosting clinics and performing demonstrations around the U.S. and 
abroad.  Much of his time is taken up participating in a new and excit-
ing equestrian sport he created called Cowboy Dressage.  Along with 
a small group of colleagues we will introduce shortly, he has created 
a sport with very high appeal that has the potential to become a major 
movement in the equestrian world.

The concept of Soft Feel is the guiding principle of Cowboy Dres-
sage.  It is described as “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 aware-
ness to feel and receive the message the horse sends back.”

Cowboy Dressage is more than Soft Feel, however.  Pat and I 
were invited to attend a meeting of the group of horsemen and horse-
women who are the organizers of Cowboy Dressage.  Each had their 
own take on what Soft Feel is and how it relates to Cowboy Dressage.

Eitan started our talk with what Cowboy Dressage is.  “It’s a very 
small part of us that is the competition.  We are all about the lifestyle... 
That (Lifestyle), can be translated in so many words.  I want to share 
with you that I think the majority of the people supporting us are not 
show people.  They are a variety and mix of horsepeople who care for 
the love of the horse.  I think it is important to make that distinction.”

Eitan added, “When we talk about the show aspects of the concept, 
we are the only ones who offer the Soft Feel.   It is not just soft, and 
it is not just the feel, we are rewarding people who believe in this 
lifestyle.  When we talk about Soft Feel it is something we cannot do 

without.  That’s what we mean - if you don’t have softness in your 
heart it is not going to work.”  

Debbie said, “We are trying to not just be better with horses, but be 
more patient with the people we show with, be more forgiving, be more 
helpful.  There is a goal, a feeling within the group that there is a code 
which keeps you centered and is helpful.  Regarding showing, Soft 
Feel goes right back to the Dorrances in our generation...”

Eitan added, “It goes way back beyond that...”
Debbie again:  “Yes, the Dorrances were not competition oriented.  

They were more the lifestyle oriented of horsemanship and ranching.  
We felt the show industry was lacking that in their criteria.  So I think 
we are the first competition that is actually rewarding and scoring 
highly on Soft Feel.  We are serious about Soft Feel and I know mul-
tiple people who show these classes and when they get their test scores 
back, that’ the first score they look at.  I don’t think there has been a 
competition like that!  A lifestyle like that, but not a competition.  So 
we kind of combined the two.”

Eitan said,  “I think a horseman doesn’t teach a horse Soft Feel, the 
horse is the one who teaches the rider or the horseman what Soft Feel 
is all about.  It is something you have to work on, it will not just come 
and stay with you forever.  You need to maintain it.  It is something that 
has to become you.”

Garn Walker, a member of the group, agreed.  “Some of us have 
had the lifestyle of Soft Feel all of our lives.  What we are trying 
to teach and educate and help people for is that, it’s like rehab.  We 
want to rehab those people who have lost Soft Feel.  It is not just for 
your horse, it goes for your personal life too.  A lot of people find the 
value, they look at that- the old cowboy way- the code or stuff like 
that...   Gene Autry had his code, Roy Rogers had his code, The Lone 
Ranger...  I know it sounds funny but when you are raised like that and 
your lifestyle has been like that and you have been raised by all that 
stuff, it’s really part of your heart because that’s how you have lived 
your life.  But when you get Soft Feel with your horses, it opens into 
your heart.  And that is where all that part is so important in what we 
are trying to do.”

Debbie said, “When I watched the (Cowboy Dressage) classes at the 
Mother Lode Show, I watched the effort people put into being kind and 
soft in every ride they had.  You could see the effort they were putting 
into being kind.  It was so obvious how soft and kind they were trying 
to be.”  The judge told Debbie she noticed it and was really impressed 
by that.  Over 90 rides there was only one person the judge thought 
was too hard on their horse and the effort by the others being put into 
kindness was impressive.  Debbie saw that also and thought “Whoa, we 
are making a difference.”



Eitan said, “Soft feel has its own score.   You can be Soft Feel with 
one or Soft Feel with ten.  I didn’t see a lot of tens.  I saw the try and 
there were probably a lot of Soft Feel five or Soft Feel six.”  He is 
confident as time progresses and they keep maintaining what they are 
doing, they will see tens.  

Lyn Ringrose Moe, another member of the group, thinks many are 
focusing now on that (Soft Feel) as the main component of the ride, 
which is important.  “Instead of ‘how is that circle’ or ‘how is that 
straight line,’ it’s ‘how is my connection with my horse?’”

Debbie agreed.  “They are trying, you can see the try.”
Lyn continued, “So, it has changed the focus of the rider quite a bit.  

Actually, when you train with that in mind, it changes the focus of your 
training in a good way.”

Cowboy Dressage is not a club or association.  There are no dues.  
There is, however, a way to achieve membership in the Cowboy Dres-
sage World:  The Hand Shake.  What that means and what it entails 
is clearly described on the cowboydressage.com  and cowboydress
ageworld.com    websites.  “Reading the Hand Shake,” Debbie says, 
“will take you right through what Eitan is talking about.  It is more than 
just going in and showing a horse: It is the lifestyle, your attitude and 
who you become with your horse.”  Lyn added, “It’s the code.  We’re 
more on the honor system and the Hand Shake than we are about ring 
stewards, law enforcement and rules.  It’s our intent to give it a good 
start.  So far, it’s been very effective.”

Part of the Hand Shake is a commitment to help others in their pur-
suit of Soft Feel.  Debbie referred to a young couple who drove from 
Fresno to Rancho Murieta for Cowboy Dressage classes at the Mother 
Lode Morgan Show “They had no clue what the Vaquero/Cowboy 
Dressage division is but they decided to come and give it a whirl.  They 
had never seen the court, they didn’t know what was required and had 
never seen the tests, they just showed up.”   Debbie thought it was 
going to be a disaster.  But what happened was people started coaching 
the young man.  Garn gave him a copy of the test.  Folks turned it into 
a lesson.  Debbie thought it was a highlight it turned out so well.  The 
judge thought it was incredible.  Debbie added, “That’s what we are 
all about.  He was going to be a disaster and these guys jumped in and 
helped that kid.  He’ll be back.  It was really a nice deal.”

“We have no board of directors at Cowboy Dressage,” says Debbie.  
“These guys (gesturing around the room at Eitan, Garn, Lyn, and the 
others) go out and swing a leg over a horse every day.  Their horses 
are the board of directors.  I think the fact they are hands-on every day 
makes a huge difference.  We didn’t want to be the one who was going 
to charge you dues, we aren’t going to give you a password, you didn’t 
have to pay to get in to this.  We decided that Facebook is free, that 
you can all network through Facebook, you don’t need a password, you 
don’t need to be a member, you don’t have to give us any money, you 
just have to give us that Hand Shake commitment that you are going to 
try to be better and that is what unites us all.”

When the group decided to organize Cowboy Dressage they set to 
work developing the rules, tests, diagrams, and videos, it took only 4 
months because they knew exactly what they wanted.  A lifetime of 
experience for each dictated that.  Debbie said they pretty much got it 
right the first time.  They agreed.  Lyn said “It started and in 4 months 
we had it up and going.  Our first show was a little over a year ago and 
we had huge numbers attend.”  

Besides Eitan and Debbie, Lyn Moe, and Garn Walker, there were 
others of the founding group present who work tirelessly to make 
Cowboy Dressage a success and have plenty to say about what makes 
the sport so appealing. 

Sarah Dickinson is the only amateur in the group.  She does not 
make her living from horses.  She characterizes herself as a traditional 

Western rider.  “I have had an interest in dressage but I don’t have any 
interest in giving up my western roots & my western saddle or my 
western horse.  I have spent a lot of time studying dressage but not actu-
ally riding it.  At that time, Western Dressage came up & I got involved.  
It seemed like the perfect fit for me, someone who loves the western 
lifestyle but likes the dressage training & is interested in dressage as a 
discipline.  I like arena riding, I like trail riding, so they kind of comple-
ment each other.  But when we went off into Cowboy Dressage, that 
took it to a whole other level for me.  To be involved in something, that 
already you were agreeing with, that everyone else here was very much 
into Soft Feel with the horse...   Kindness, kindness, kindness, a level of 
empathy that was missing when I grew up & started riding.  There wasn’t 
that level of empathy.  I’m a softie at heart so I would much rather be 
kind to my horse.  Soft Feel clicked with me.  The Hand Shake clicked 
with me.  So for me to give my time & my energy to this endeavor is not 
really giving up anything.  I’m getting more than I am giving, I think.”  

Lyn Ringrose Moe grew up in Mariposa County.  She started with 
a “very naughty pony” given to her by her grandmother.  It was Lyn’s 
first training experience.  “That tells everything.  An eight year old kid 
training a pony.   So I would go to the County Fair and watch all the 
stock horses and that’s what I always wanted to ride and wanted learn 
more.”  She also wanted to ride English.  “When I went away to school, 
I started my journey with dressage and 3 Day Eventing.  Then I de-
cided to stop jumping and pursued dressage.  I came on with Cowboy 
Dressage because it let me have a foot in each sand box.  It let me have 
my western roots but I really loved the classical training of the horse.  
I thought this was written for me personally.  So I became involved in 
this project, which appealed to my heart.  When I go in and can ride my 
husband’s mule, who is very green and very young, at the show and all 
I had to care about was giving her a supportive ride, helping her have 
a positive experience in a show situation, I thought ‘this is it.  This is 
where I want to be!’  Because it wasn’t about the score, it wasn’t about  
ribbons, it wasn’t about anything except teaching her that she could be 
comfortable here, she could be relaxed.  It was helping her to become a 
better athlete, a more balanced, confident riding animal. It wasn’t about 
winning classes through intimidation. It means a lot to me.”

 Coming up through the horse world and the show horse industry, 
Garn Walker worked for and learned from many different trainers be-
fore going out on his own.  Along the way he realized that even though 
he enjoyed it, there was something missing.   It finally got to the point 
where he knew he was burned out.  For 4 years he didn’t ride a horse 
and found success as the general manager of a Southern California auto 
dealership. That gave him the confidence to know he could be success-
ful at other endeavors but also that he missed what was.  So one morn-
ing, he told his wife, Melissa, he wanted to go back to riding horses.  
Within 3 months he was riding several horses and had clients wanting 
to send him more.  “I came back the way I wanted to.”

Garn was aware of Eitan promoting Cowboy Dressage and also the 
Western Dressage movement but that did not appeal to him.  Then Ei-
tan and Debbie invited Garn to come up to see what Cowboy Dressage 
was about.  Garn thought he would go up, be there an hour, come home 
and get back to work...  “I went there and ended up staying 5 hours.  It 
was exactly what I had done with my horses my entire life, circles and 
straight lines and this particular type of thing.  Getting into Cowboy 
Dressage fits perfectly with my lifestyle because I’ve always been John 
Wayne, Rooster Cogburn, Gene Autry- a cowboy...” 

Susan Tomasini is also a member of the Cowboy Dressage World 
partnership.  Unfortunately, she was not able to be at the meeting but 
sent an eloquent description of her perspective on Cowboy Dressage:  
“The artist expresses himself to the best of his ability in the finished 
product.  But, where is the connection of Art to Cowboy Dressage?”



“In Cowboy Dressage the ‘canvas’ is the court.  the medium is the 
elements of the test.  The visual expression is the performance of the 
test.  the uniqueness is the breed of the horse performing the move-
ments.  the artist is the rider AND the horse controlling the chisel or the 
brush.  Wallah!  The finished work is revealed at the last salute.” 

It is not difficult to understand why Cowboy Dressage is growing so 
rapidly.  Debbie said, “We have attracted many 2 horse trailer people 
who were lost.”

Lyn thought one of the biggest reasons it has become so popular is 
there are a whole bunch of “closet soft feel people out there.”  “There 
are a whole bunch of people this is allowing to come out and say ‘I 
don’t want harsh training methods.  I don’t want some big, horrible 
thing put on my horse.  I love my horse.  I live for my horse.  I pay a 
lot of money for my horse and I don’t want to hurt him.’  So I think that 
is one of the things about Cowboy Dressage that speaks to people.”  

Garn added, “We have many horse trainers, many horse trainers who 
taught well, and then got caught up in horse show competition where 
the blue ribbon was all that counted.  They are now coming to see this.  
Eitan read a post he found on their Facebook page that he liked.  It 
regarded a positive, encouraging comment he had put up previously.  
The person responding said they wished they could do dressage again. 
“It seems somehow unfair that just because somebody else made a 
mistake, she rear ended me, that I had to give up riding.  But enough of 
my self pity.  I must believe that I will be able to ride the way  I want to 
again.  You all give me courage and strength.  I will not give up.  Your 
posts help me so much.  They make me feel like I am still involved.  It 
means a lot to me.  Thanks.”

Eitan said,  “I think as long as we will be able to give people hope, we 
are doing the right thing.”

Garn cited a moving experience he had as a judge that very much 
helped put the group’s attitude of welcoming every rider to their sport 
in even sharper focus.  He had judged a show on the East Coast.  An 
entrant in one of his classes had it all wrong.  Even had her hat on 
backwards and tack incorrectly placed.  The rider didn’t do well and 
he decided to give her some help.   As the show progressed the rider 
improved to the point she placed 8th in her last class.   Later in the 
year, Garn ran into a trainer who knew her.  The trainer asked him if he 
remembered her.  Garn said he did and asked how she was doing.  He 
was told she had passed away.  That shocked Garn because he took her 
to be only in her 20’s.  It turned out she had a terminal illness and she 
had been sponsored at that show by Make A Wish.  It was her wish:  
To show a horse and place in a class.  The trainer told Garn she had 
achieved her goal and that she wanted to thank him for all the help he 
had given her to be able to achieve her dying wish...

At one point in the afternoon, a discussion occurred regarding the 
use of spurs.  The consensus was that it does not matter to the horse 
what type of spur the rider uses, what type of bit, what type of whip 
they carry.  He cares about how you use them...  They agreed people 
should not confuse kindness with a lack of discipline.  Debbie said, 
“you can be kind and still have discipline.  Spurs can be a connection.  
The spur isn’t made for discipline, it is made for a more refined con-
nection and you can be kind with it. By scoring riders, or reprimanding 
them or educating them about themselves so they use these things bet-
ter.  That is the issue, not the spur, the bit, the whip, it’s the person.”

Debbie related a situation she encountered, “I had a lady come to 
me who uses those boots they put on their horses instead of shoes.  
She asked if she could compete in them because she is not allowed to 
compete anywhere in those and called to ask if she could do that in 
Cowboy Dressage.  I said ‘why not?  If it’s good for your horse and 
you feel good about it,’  She showed in 5 classes with a Trakehner.  It 
was kind of neat...   You can use a hackamore on any aged horse, not 
just a Junior Horse.  It’s not about their age, it’s about their level.”

Lyn added, “It is up to the rider’s discretion.  If you are re schooling 
a horse, you can bring it in a snaffle or a hackamore.  It’s for the benefit 

of the horse.  If you have a horse who has been ruined and you are try-
ing to rehabilitate them and they are 10 years old.   You can go back to 
a snaffle or a hackamore.”

Judging is extremely important to the organizers of Cowboy Dres-
sage.  Eitan thinks it is important that their judges are “in the same 
shoes as we are.  We are all showing and they know that people make 
mistakes and they know that they need to help you.  Having people 
who we can trust to do the job and are not going to hurt people so they 
don’t come back.  Judges who are going to help them to grow and to be 
more proud of what they are doing.  I think it is so important.”  

Another thing Cowboy Dressage does is to hold a judge’s mini meet-
ing before the first ride.  Everyone is welcome to come, meet the judge, 
hear what he or she will be looking for, what their take is on Cowboy 
Dressage and ask questions.  “Again, this is what makes us different.”

Garn said also, if a person wishes to do well in Cowboy Dressage 
they don’t need a professional trainer.  He continued, “We would ap-
preciate it if you put your horse in training because that’s how we make 
our livings, but you don’t need to do that to compete in Cowboy Dres-
sage.  Based on how we teach and how the tests are designed, you can 
go out there and do that.  Obviously, if you want to progress, you go 
out and get yourself a coach, you get help...”   All are welcome: Those 
who choose to go as far as they can on their own, and those who seek 
the help of a coach or professional trainer.

Lyn commented that so far, before every show, they have put on a free 
mini clinic where they try to answer questions & educate the audience 
for that show.   It is open to anybody who wants to attend & addresses 
how to do the sport of Cowboy Dressage.  “It’s the day before the show 
& the court is available for practice.   We hang out & try to help people.”

Debbie said “We started it as an auditor’s clinic.  It would go so 
long now we keep under 2 hours.  They set up the court, the guys stood 
out there, we brought in demo riders and it worked.”  Riders came to 
the mini clinic and then they went to the show.  Lyn believes the mini 
clinic is another example of Cowboy Dressage being inclusive instead 
of exclusive.  “If you know who we are and you don’t know what 
we’re doing, c’mon over!”  Handouts are usually available.  

This November 15 - 17, Cowboy Dressage is hosting their first an-
nual Cowboy Dressage Gathering, Horse Show and Clinic at Rancho 
Murieta, CA.  It is a celebration of their first full year of Cowboy Dres-
sage World competitions and clinics and their Hand Shake Member-
ships.  They are expecting the show to be a success as far as riders.  But 
Eitan is looking for another kind of success:  “My goal is really not 
to see how many rides.  I like to see how many people come the day 
before the show and do the clinic.  I like to see the social networking, 
people exchanging ideas, seeing what we are doing right, what we can 
make better...  We have a huge spread all over the world.  30% of our 
members are foreign, from countries all over the world.  I have a guy 
from Poland come to ride with me.  He wants to take it back home.  
We have Cowboy Dressage in places around the world I can’t even pro-
nounce!  But you know what?  Good for them!”

So far, Cowboy Dressage has experienced success with every horse 
show they have put on.  “We have had a larger turn-out than we ex-
pected,” according to Debbie.  They had the largest classes at the 2013 
Gold N Grand at Rancho Murieta.  

Dale Chavez told Garn he was very impressed with the success 
Cowboy Dressage has enjoyed.  

New divisions are being added:  The Vaquero division with a test 
just for them, and Youth and Amateur On the Ground and then Under 
Saddle.  “The object is to teach the geometry on the ground before you 
ride.  Softness starts on the ground.  If your groundwork isn’t right your 
saddle work is not going to be right.”  

The reception to Cowboy Dressage has been phenomenal.  The num-
bers of Facebook hits  are huge.  The turnout of riders who enter their 
classes have made those classes the largest at the various shows where 
they have been offered.  The sport is very much off to a great start.  
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Equine photographer, Lesley Deutsch of Blue Fountain Photography, 
who was also at the meeting said, “In all the events I photographed, 
after the second day of Cowboy Dressage rides at the Mother Lode 
Show at Rancho Murieta, I had 11,000 views on my website in one 
day.  In just the one day after I put the photos out.”  Debbie asked what 
her favorite picture she had taken of riders and their horses was.  She 
thinks the best ones are of riders praising their horses.  “You’re not 
allowed to do that in other classes (except jumping where you can pat 
your horse)- The recognition that riders give to their horses after they 
have gone in the class...  Jeff Sanders had a very green horse.  As he 
said, ‘this is his first time in the city.’  The horse came through the gate 
just scared to death and his eyes were big. I took pictures of this the 
whole way through.  Jeff just kept guiding him and guiding him and 
then stopped their final stop.  He reached over, scratches him and the 
horse goes, ‘ahhh, thank you!’   It’s the part where the horse is looking 
up at him that really gets me.”

Lyn said “I tell people we are inclusive, not exclusive.  That’s a 
big difference when you think about it: We have to include people, 
welcome people, help people, help them find their way.  I think there 
are a lot of equestrian disciplines that are fairly exclusive.  I hope we 
are never exclusive!”  She added, “We’re setting people up for success.  
Everything we do, it’s the same way we train horses, we try to set the 
horse up to be successful.  Not necessarily success that they score or 
scored high but that they had a feeling of success with their horse.  That 
they had fun, maybe they learned something and they went away a bet-
ter horseperson than they came.”

Two excellent websites are available for you to explore:  www.cow
boydressage.com     and     www.cowboydressageworld.com     There 
you will receive an in-depth introduction to all about the sport.  Links 
to Facebook will take you to current discussions about all aspects of 
what riders are talking about and exploring.  You may also contact Ei-
tan and Debbie at (530)  346-2715 or email them at eitan@foothill.net

Finally, you can read about it until you are bleary-eyed but to fully 
appreciate this exciting new sport, you must see it yourself.  Your best 
opportunity is coming November 15-17 at the Cowboy Dressage 
World Gathering, Horse Show and Clinic at Rancho Murieta, CA.   
You are invited.  See you there!


