Making the Connection with Tommy’s Technique 
By Charlotte Cannon

Having just ‘made the connection’ for myself and my ‘cooler-bred’ modern stock horses from the place where we start, stiff and crooked, to a lovely body position/frame ready to either relax and  coast or power up and do something fabulous, I am beyond excited and want to share with my friends and clients what I have learned. I believe this is the missing link in the classical training method. I believe one path is better for the horses with stiffer hindquarters (the classic method), and this method is better for the horses with stiffer front ends (heavy on the forehand). I believe both methods get their respective horses to the same spot, ready to perform physically, mentally and emotionally prepared.

We criticize the modern trainers who have stepped outside the box and, seemingly, reached the selectively bred modern horse more quickly and efficiently, because many of their ideas have proved to have negative effects on the horse in the long run. Although I certainly do not advocate anything that hurts the horse today or in the future, I applaud their effort to find a better way to connect and maximize the performance of one’s horse. I believe in thinking and trying new things, we will make mistakes indeed, but we may accidently make a discovery that will open a door we didn’t know existed. That door was recently opened for me by Tommy in a completely unexpected way and the journey through it has changed my life and the way I view horses and training forever.
Tommy and I have been discussing horse training concepts and techniques for nearly 10 years now, and in all this time we still had huge disagreements in the way we felt it was best to develop our APHA western pleasure and hunter under saddle horses. We came from completely different backgrounds with vastly different ideas. Each of us had success with our own methods, but we were still so far apart that we failed to truly understand the other’s point of view.
I come from a classical dressage/equitation background and have taken lessons that supported that style all my life. I had taken a turn over 20 years ago into finding more natural ways of communicating with all my horses, especially those that were young and those that had ‘problems’. I had combined my love for the classic and my love for the natural into a method I thought was best. But when I saw Tommy reach some of my horses more effectively that I was reaching them I was puzzled and curious. I wanted to know more!
 Tommy had no formal riding education as a child. He had trail ridden and played at local open shows with his family until he went to college. During and after college he got several jobs working with western pleasure trainers. He developed his own methods/ideas on the job through watching, asking questions and trial and error. He was used to working with modern selectively bred ‘cooler’ horses and the program he developed seemed almost magical for most of them. But when a horse didn’t understand or couldn’t take his style, it would blow sky high. I did not understand why a method that could help so many could push a few so violently over the edge. It did not make sense.
Then Tommy started taking dressage lessons from the neatest, most natural dressage trainer, Nancy Tans. He has had dressage dreams all his life, but was not sure his current horse Brownie was going to be enough horse to fulfill those dreams. When he went for a recent lesson Nancy asked to ride Brownie, Tommy agreed. After 2 or 3 minutes of fixing him up, Brownie’s posture, impulsion and focus had completely changed! He swelled up, started pushing from behind, picked his neck up to a good spot and brought his nose forward to the vertical. As he floated around the dressage arena, Tommy knew it was He that needed to change because Brownie looked amazing! 
He arrived home that afternoon with a most puzzled look on his face. When I asked him about is lesson, he told me how Brownie looked like the horses in the magazines and he did not completely understand what Nancy had done to ‘fix’ him. We started a deep conversation which has continued over 10 days how. We have talked, thought and shared with several respected friends to get their reflections as well. I have been challenged into deeper thinking with these discussions. I am starting to see horses and their development as both a more simple and a more complex task than ever before. As a student who not only loves, but more so respects the horse, I believe the ideas must be written down to inspire more thought, discussion and growth as today’s trainers work with horses in their barns that are nearly as diverse as the dogs in their homes.
From where did our horses come?
The earliest record of the riding on which modern dressage is based, is from the Greek author Xenophon, a military man and a student of Socrates who lived during the 3rd century BC. He wrote extensively about many things, including farming, horse management, veterinary science, and horticulture. One of the subjects he wrote about was the training of the military horse. He wrote "anything forced cannot be beautiful." Xenophon is considered the first of the classical masters.
The Spanish Riding School is the oldest classical horse riding school in the world and was first mentioned in writing in 1565, during the reign of Archduke Maximilian II. Almost 200 years later (1729 to 1735), Hapsburg Emperor Charles VI (the father of Empress Maria Theresia) had the baroque winter riding hall built. Watching the horses and students who have come from this school many of us have had our first mental picture of dressage and the harmony we perceive it to create between horse and rider. 
When one looks at this beginning, we must consider the style and type of horses used, the purpose for which they were bred and the ultimate goal of their training. Military use was the purpose for nearly every horse! Think of the levade and capriole, two amazing movements still demonstrated for the public in many ‘classical’ dressage demonstrations. I’d imagine it has been quite some time since an officer in the army cued his horse to kick the head off another in battle. The horses used for entertainment, not battle, still had pretty intense training. Bullfighting, the fun entertainment of the time, was the place many of our baroque foundation dressage horses got their start and purpose. An excellent leg yield would be pretty important on a horse used by a bull fighter.  Developing and training horses capable of remaining physically, mentally and emotionally tough and maximized in battle and bullfighting is not a goal of today. Our precious babies would shrink and die at those challenges.
When we look at the breeds that were popular during those times we see great size, speed, muscle, grit, bravery, stamina within them. The oldest breed, the Arabian, had a huge impact as did all the Spanish breeds like the Andalusian, Lucitano and the Lipizzaner.  We see heads and necks set high for balance, power and brains full of adrenaline. We see the naturally elevated, light front ends that are required if one needs to move fast in any direction for long periods of time. We see the perfect horses for the purposes of the time, and we find a perfect method to develop those horses. How interesting to look at those qualities and see how many of those qualities we have bred out or changed as our horses have become less of a ticket to survival and more of a ticket to relaxation and leisure. Imagine the amount of lunging it would take to prepare one of these horses or a western pleasure or hunter under saddle class, I’m not seeing my clients or myself up to that challenge.
Modern Changes
Time changes everything, and horses have changed right along with the times. Today’s horses have the entertainment of their owners as their primary goal. Trail riding, which once was a necessity to settle our country, is now a popular pastime for many horse owners. Competitions which were once a way to demonstrate how well a horse does his job (roping, foxhunting, etc.); they have become an end in themselves. Long gone are the big, solid outside grass courses on rolling ground where show hunters would gallop and jump, and in their place are smaller rings of perfectly graded, perfectly manicured and engineered footing with beautiful jumps bursting with colored jumps set up in technical associations. 
Another big change was the specialization within the stock horse breeds (Quarter Horse, Paint Horse and Appaloosa). These breeds are relatively young (AQHA founded in 1940, APHA in 1962) and were originally much closer to the high power TBs that founded them. When the shows first began, the intention was to showcase the versatility of the breeds. The founders of the breeds were raising beautiful horses that were super-fast over short distances, but calmer and more trainable than the TBs and Arabs from which they descended. Interestingly when one looks at photos of these foundation horses, you see big strong high rear ends,  low withers and high headset. I think it was an intelligent design to have quick speed (big hind end) but a horse that would tire quickly (fast over ¼ mile, not racing over 50 and 100 miles like the Arabs) from holding his front end up, and be content to stand and rest while a calf was doctored or a fence was fixed. Interesting how the wither on the ‘older’ breeds was much higher and well developed. Perhaps with the invention of the western saddle, breast collar and back girth, a great set of withers was not as needed to hold the saddle in place (as needed with the English saddles). Whatever the reason, lowering the withers and building a bigger hind end had profound effect on what the horses did naturally.
The increasing popularity of the stock horse shows caused dramatic changes over a short period of time too. Up through the 1970’s the AQHA horses were showing their western pleasure horses pretty forward with higher head carriages. Western Pleasure was a relatively new class/event intended to get the horses in the pen and confident before moving on to higher performance classes like reining and roping. But in the 1980’s a new breed of trainer and horse hit the scene, the ‘professional’ Western Pleasure horse/trainer who never intended to do a higher performance class. These trainers and their clients loved the super slow gaits and low head carriage that some of the horses could do. Clients saw it as a fun, easier to ride class/horse than the faster higher performance classes too. Few horses of that time naturally carried themselves that slow and low, so artificial techniques and gadgets hit the scene to attempt to create ‘the look’ – the ‘headset’ was born. In the past the spot a horse carried its head was in keeping with its conformation and the amount of energy flowing through its body. More energy = higher head; lower energy= lower head. When the poll is lower than the wither, a horse’s brain cannot produce adrenaline, so trainers in search of blue ribbons and happy clients forced many heads down much lower than was natural to achieve the look they desired and to calm the horse. This was the first group of people who decided to focus on training the horse from the front (head/neck) to the back (hindquarter) instead of the traditional, back to the front. 
Many of these trainers had neither classical training nor the respect and understanding of the way energy should flow through a horse. They went to great extremes to create a ‘look’/frame that was neither natural nor functional over time. All sorts of unorthodox training techniques were created to lower the head and slow the horse. Even the trees of saddles were designed to ‘block’ energy and movement. By removing the 20% conformation and condition piece of the judging in the early 1980’s, many trainers started withholding feed and water to make the horses more lethargic, slow and ‘easy’ to train. The public was outraged and a change was demanded when entries and spectators waned at the big shows.
In 1990 the AQHA passed a rule disqualifying any horse who had the tip of the ears lower than the wither. Great in theory, but very difficult to judge and enforce, the 1990’s proved to be a time when things were happening, some good some bad. In 1993, the AQHA initiated a new judge monitoring program. The program places field representatives at shows to watch how judges place the classes. In 2005, the APHA started a similar program. 
It was not until the 2-year-old western pleasure finals at the 2005 APHA World Championship Show, a horse came into the ring that judge Bill Englund describes as the best western pleasure horse he’s ever judged. The horse was Docs Jet Settin Gal, a bay overo mare owned by Leonard Farms of Gibson City, Ill., and shown by her trainer, Wade Spell of St. Louis, Mo. “She was a great horse,” Bill says. “She moved on the rail well, her gaits were good, and her ears were pricked. She looked like a pleasure to ride. I placed her first.” All five judges placed Docs Jet Settin Gal on their cards, and she easily won the World Championship.
Wade Spell, who has been showing and training Paints and Quarter Horses for about 20 years, says western pleasure is now headed in the right direction. “For a while, the horses were really bobbing their heads, moving slowly and were [canted] to the inside,” Wade says. “Now, judges are looking for a lot of self-carriage—more of a natural show horse than a manufactured one.” Wade says that this change in judging has changed the way he trains and shows his horses. “They want a natural-balanced horse, so it suits me better,” he says. “I was never into having them [canted] to the inside and moving real slow. This is helping me out a lot.”
 “A real western pleasure horse is good minded and wants to go slow on his own,” Ann Myers says. “The great ones have both of these attributes combined with graceful, beautiful and effortless movements that everyone can recognize whether they know what they are looking at or not.” 
Alex Ross says that anyone coming to watch the western pleasure class at one of the AQHA’s World Shows will see a really good group of horses. “The horses are fat and slick and their expressions are good. There has been a dramatic difference in how horses are being presented by their trainers and exhibitors. How they are being shown now is much more positive. They have a lot of forward motion and self-carriage, and their topline and expressions are better.” 
“The industry has finally dictated that we want them moving forward and straight, looking bright and alert with their heads at least level,” Tina Anderson says. “I believe we are seeing horses moving in this manner today and winning.”
It is important to study this relatively short history of the AQHA/APHA horses and standards to understand how 2 professional people like Tommy and I could have such differing opinions on the best way to develop our horses. The techniques and methods Tommy has studied and used are relatively VERY young, not even 15 years old in most cases compared to 2000+ years in the classical methods. In really studying closely I see brilliance in both methods, knowing when and how to apply the different techniques is the challenge. 
‘Classical’ horses developed hundreds of years ago needed alert, active brains, balanced and powerful hind ends/frontends ready and willing to engage at a moment’s notice. Today with our smaller spaces and desire to relax, think and be less daring and more technical, we desire a horse with a softer, slower to fire hind end and a brain content to do more resting. Today’s horses have a looser rear end and a lower set neck which lends itself to a much heavier frond end (forehand). No wonder with all these body/mind changes, we might need to develop some new techniques to reach our modern horses.
Classical methods are well documented, here we will address the newer ideas that will help the modern horses achieve the same efficient body shape, energy flow and correct frame that the classical methods have developed in the classical horses.


Circle of Muscles
Understanding the most efficient body position/frame for the horse is paramount to understanding how and why these new concepts and techniques are not only effective, but life changing for the modern stock horse. The concept of the Circle of Muscles teaches us the scientifically correct way to flow energy through our horses. Red Light therapist, masseuse and student of the horse Stephanie Mills provided me with this detailed explanation of the 'Circle of Muscles'. It is based on the fact that despite how it looks at times, all movements start in the hindquarters. The efficiency and the proper connection to each segment of the Circle will determine how well the horse moves. If any part of the connection is 'broken' it will result in a hollow back, heavy forehand, elevated neck, restricted forward movement. Eventually this break in the circle will compromise the horse and in most cases cause lameness in the future. 
Circle of Muscles
1. The lumbo-sacral joint flexes (the loins coil). During this step, the pelvic bone rotates downward, the croup is lowered.
2. The center of the back (bascule) raises. Remember, in order for this to be effective, the muscles UNDER the vertebral chain need to be strengthened so they can be used effectively. Note I said strengthened and NOT stiffened.
3. The base of the neck is pulled upward and backward by the muscles of the passive dorsal ligament system. The underlying muscles of the base of the neck contract, lifting it, and causing the neck as a whole to arch.
4. The abdominal and psoas muscles are contracting, deepening the coil of the loins and at the same time, the forequarters are beginning to elevate and lighten.
5. The front feet begin to come off the ground, bearing less and less weight. The neck at this point balances over its own base.
 
The cycle continues throughout the ride. Now you can see that if any part of this cycle is interrupted or if the cycle is mechanically changed by the rider (i.e. bad seat, driving seat, trying to obtain headset using the reins, etc.) or equipment (poorly fitted saddle, draw reins, incorrect bit, etc.) forward movement will be affected.
“When you think of this whole cycle as you prepare the horse and ride, it changes the way you approach getting efficient movement. Very cool stuff!! And it's what I keep in mind when massaging a horse.” Says Stephanie.
The Picture
Now that we know the Circle of Muscles, let’s look at the horse and see if we can see the keys to know that it is working properly. First picture the proper 'frame'. For a horse to be most efficient, most powerful and most long-lasting, he must carry his body with:

* Majority of his weight on his hindquarters, shifted back off his front end (forehand)

* Wither must be higher than the hip, and depending upon your goals, either the poll or the wither should be the highest point of the body

* Spine should be straight with a faint turn of the head in the direction of travel

* Once wither is up, the hind end should lower and the hind legs slip deeply up underneath to hold the body up

* Front shoulders and legs should move freely, reaching forward effortlessly bc the weight is on the hindquarter

* The neck should be slightly (or significantly, depending upon your goals) round with the horse's face at or slightly in front of the vertical

* The entire appearance should be one of roundness with the energy coming from the hindquarter, up and over the back, over the wither and top of the neck, down the face and out the nose. The energy should feel like it is softly going round and round, starting in the hindquarter and smoothly moving forward until it circulates back again out of the nose.

* The hind legs should swing deeply under the horse and his hocks should not trail out behind his buttocks. They should feel bent and engaged.

New Techniques

Now that we have good mental picture of what we want the horse to look and feel like, how do we get there? Tommy’s New Technique has 3 main phases:
1. Lift the front of the horse and shift the weight back. 
2. Swing the shoulders/length of body to the right or left, keep swinging until the weight shift stays back when released.
3. Once weight is firmly maintained back and wither is firmly maintained up, the head and neck are relaxed down.
After completing these 3 phases your horse should be in the perfect body position. Now send the amount of energy up through his body to meet the demands of the performance you desire. If you are showing in a 2 year old western pleasure class, you may need very little energy/power; but if you want to do a flawless western riding or challenging trail course, you will need to send more energy up through your horse to get a better ‘connection’ in him back to front and more push and power for the changes and getting smoothly over the poles. The great advantage to using this technique is that you can control the energy/power without sacrificing the frame! In the classical method it requires a certain amount of energy sent through the horse to even establish the frame. Many modern horses will flop, bulge and kink up before enough energy gets through the body to lift the wither. Tommy’s method is an excellent way to help more horses achieve this frame; the classical technique is just too difficult for many of today’s lazier horses.

How Do I Do It?
Phase 1 
* Establish a jog or sitting trot.
* Draw your hips back, release in thighs and buttocks, and allow both legs to slip forward with little or no pressure on the stirrups. 
* With thumbs up and hands as wide apart as your hips/shoulders, lift hands evenly forward and up unfolding the elbows and after taking the slack out of the reins, bounce (put rhythm to) your hands so the horse will shift back with nothing to lean on or brace against.
* When the horse lifts his wither, shifts back and slows down. Release.
Most riders can feel the slow down before they feel the weight shift. Bent elbows can pull the horse’s head upside down. Solid pull puts weight in the front feet where rhythmic bouncing will send weight to the hind feet.
Phase 2
· Do Phase 1.
· Shift/swing the front horse to the right or left using the outside leg helping to push the shoulders around. Horse should swing with body straight.
· Keep shifting/swinging until the horse shifts weight back, holds the body position and slows down. Release.
Many horses will lean one way during the swing/shift. If your horse leans/bulges out, lift outside hand and create a slight counter arc in the turn. If your horse leans into the turn, reach the inside hand forward and up slightly. Keep turning until the horse has stood up straight on both front legs.
Phase 3
· After your horse is committed up and back, the occasional horse will not softly let go of its neck. If your horse is holding tension in its neck or its neck is too up/high, drop hands down by your knees, and( one side at a time) draw the head right and left using a bouncing or knocking hand.
· Keep the body straight and really sit back or this phase will have the opposite effect (will put weight back in front feet). Use the inside leg only to stop the horse from turning into the pull. Both front and back feet must travel straight forward for this to work.
· Once the head and neck will swing softy back and forth with no resistance, release and see if the horse relaxes the head and neck down and forward in a stretch with no resistance.
After performing these 3 Phases you should have a soft, straight, beautifully balanced and relaxed horse ready for power to be added as desired! Enjoy!
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