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Article Two: Understanding Connection  

This is the second in a series of articles on how to utilize dressage principles in training your mounted 

archery horse. 

Review of Article One 

After reading the first article in this series, I hope you were able to put the principles of rhythm and 

relaxation to work in an arena or field, are better aware of your horse’s tempo and energy underneath 

you, and are able to maintain an even tempo that you choose (and not one the horse chooses). Are you 

able to get your horse moving forward off your leg in a relaxed fashion? If so, you are ready for the third 

element: developing a connection that will lead to better balance and self-carriage in the horse. These 

are crucial characteristics of a great mounted archery form. 

What is Connection? 

You have probably heard someone say “that horse isn’t connected”. But what does that even mean? 

Most simply, it means that the horse is not balanced, and is traveling in a manner where its hind end is 

moving separately from its front end. Throughout this series, I refer to this connected movement of the 

horse, and how it travels from back to front through the horse’s back. All the energy of a particular gait 

originates from the hind legs as the horse propels itself forward. And, what the rider does in the saddle 

to capture that forward energy and recycle it back to the hind end to start the cycle again, is what helps 

the horse travel in a balanced and uphill frame with a lifted shoulder, instead of being heavy on the 

forehand, and traveling in a downward manner. This is an important developmental issue we should 

aspire to in mounted archery. Not only does it build a strong topline (back muscles) and prevent 

premature breakdown of the horse’s joints, but it makes all other movements we ask our horses to do 

come easier for them, with less possibility of injury. Our sport is challenging for our horses too, so 

learning ways to make it easier and better for them while making it easier (and more comfortable) for 

you is a win-win!  

You may wonder what the big deal is about developing your horse in a balanced fashion. After all, don’t 

we just throw down the reins and hope for the best, letting the horse gallop down the track while we 

attempt to shoot our arrows off? (KIDDING!) If you want to give yourself the best chance to shoot well, 

the horse has to do its job well, too -- which is get you down the track at the speed and tempo you 

select, and as smoothly and safely as possible. This also means the horse is traveling ‘uphill’ and not on 

the forehand. You’ll attain this through a good solid connection. 
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We have all seen horses that move so fluidly that it looks effortless -- quite a sight to behold! We have 

also probably all seen horses that look like their movements are a struggle or are not coordinated. The 

difference between them lies in how these horses are ridden, and the connection -- or lack of 

connection -- the rider is able to get while they ride.  

If a horse is connected, the horse is traveling in a way where its hind legs are coming through from 

behind under the horse’s belly, with a raised back and front end, and at the same time carrying the bit in 

the mouth in a relaxed fashion. Its frame will look round (not like an inverted banana), and the energy 

will flow over the horse’s back, through the neck and mouth, and back to the hind end to create a circle 

of energy. Take a look at these photos at the trot -- can you see the difference?  

 

                                               

     Horse not connected – back is hollow, neck is                     A developed connection. Neck relaxed down  
      elevated and no recycle of energy from the                             and shoulder has not fallen downward.  
hind end to the front end and back to the hind end.  
                      The horse is on the forehand. 
 
The next set of photos are examples of mounted archery horses at canter, traveling in a relaxed, 

connected, and uphill fashion. You can see how balanced they are; this is what we are striving to attain. 

Notice that in the last photo, even though the horse is in the downbeat phase of the 3-beat canter 

stride, the shoulders of the horse have not fallen below the point of the hip. The horse remains balanced 

with its weight either under or slightly back behind the rider, minimizing the chance the horse will trip or 

stumble, and its rider will miss a shot -- or worse, get tossed from the saddle, with their bow flying out of 

hand. 

                        

  



This next set of photos shows examples of horses that lack connection, and are just heading down the 

track on their own accord. Notice the dropped shoulders? Even though these photos were taken during 

the downbeat of the 3-beat canter stride, their shoulders should not fall that far below their hips. If their 

hind end was engaged, you would see their rump and hips farther down, level from hip to shoulder as in 

the last of the previous photo set. In the first two photos below, you can clearly see that the horse’s 

weight is in front of the rider -- that’s what we mean by “on the forehand”. In the last photo, the horse’s 

hind legs are coming through well, but the horse is avoiding the bit and bracing with its neck -- notice 

the hollowed back? With hollowed body and loss of connection, once a horse like that gets fast and 

strong down the track, it’s hard to control tempo, much less stop at the end of the track.  

        

 

How to Ride to Develop Connection? 

If you have mastered sending the horse forward off your leg in a responsive manner, and are able to 

keep the horse at a steady tempo (not speeding up or slowing down), congratulations! You have the first 

part down and are ready to add the next and final element. If you haven’t, reread the first article I wrote 

and keep working on developing energy moving forward with rhythm and relaxation. Have someone 

video you so you can ‘see’ what you are ‘feeling’ in the saddle. You can also see if you are at a steady 

tempo by putting on a metronome and checking if your tempo in the video stays steady. You can’t truly 

gain connection until this is accomplished.  

Far too many times I see riders, not understanding the training pyramid we outlined in the first article, 

try to crank the horse’s head down. This creates an illusion that the horse is connected, round, and ‘on 

the bit.’ Too many times I see horses with their noses pulled in behind the vertical, which goes against 

correct development of a horse. It causes damage to the their neck and back vertebrae (kissing spine 

disease), and is a false head and neck set that will not yield balance or proper muscle development of 

the horse’s topline. Instead, you want to strive to have the horse’s nose either at the vertical, or slightly 

in front of it.  

 

  



Looking at the next examples, both at a trot, the mounted archery photo below is not what you are 

aiming for as the back is hollow and not lifted, and the hind legs are not reaching under the horse as it 

travels forward. True connection is attained when the back elevates under you, as the back is the bridge 

between the hind and front ends of the horse. Note the photo of our dressage rider, and you’ll see that 

the horse has its nose on the vertical, its back is lifted, and its hind legs are stepping through from 

behind and under the belly of the horse. This is what you’re aiming to do. 

                                        

On the track, not connected Dressage, showing a properly connected horse  

 

Let’s discuss how to cultivate the proper balance and position. It depends on the physical (conformation 

and strength) and mental capabilities of the horse, and on how well its groundwork training has been 

laid.  

Start at the walk, riding the horse forward into a hand that has steady connection to the horse’s mouth 

(it should feel like a firm handshake). Keep the reins ‘elastic,’ with a steady connection from your elbow 

to the bit. Focus on the pressure and that connection, taking care to keep them consistent. Your seat 

must be independent from your hands, keeping in balance with the horse. -- you should not need the 

reins at all in order to hold yourself up in the saddle. To develop this skill, it’s a great idea to take some 

lunge line lessons with a qualified professional and develop proper seat and core.  

Next, push the horse forward from the backend towards the pressure on the bit -- not pulling the bit 

back toward the saddle, but putting weight on the bit through light tension held in lower arms and 

hands. The horse will, at some point, yield, and soften the poll. It will either carry the bit more softly in 

the mouth, or drop the head a bit so its nose is closer to the vertical. When this happens, it is 

IMPERATIVE to soften the feel on the horse’s mouth, and soften the tone in the lower arms and hands. 

It should almost feel like pushing a grocery cart forward, and gives the horse a place to move forward 

into. The horse may only give slightly before throwing its head upward and hollowing its back.  

Developing this technique and form takes time, so it is important to offer proper encouragement to the 

horse during the learning stages. Focus on releasing when the horse gives. Slowly increase mouth 

pressure until the desired effect is achieved. At some point, the horse will yield and soften the mouth 

and poll. It is important to remember that this only becomes true connection if the horse is energetically 

moving forward and coming through from behind.  If they are not, then you are only creating the false 

head and neck set described earlier. Once again, video is a good way to check your form.  

  



In the beginning, your horse may not be able to carry itself in this more elevated frame for more than a 

stride or two. Over time, they will develop the strength to maintain this frame; and, once consistency 

has developed at the walk, you can move on to the trot. At first, your horse may lose its balance and 

dive onto its forehand (especially if its conformation is already built downward). But this is normal, and 

will take time to counter. When your horse can stay relatively consistent at the trot, then you can work 

on riding the horse connected at the canter.  

Once the horse begins naturally moving in this balanced and connected fashion, mounted archery 

becomes so much more enjoyable! Just tune up a little before getting the horse connected, and canter 

your way down the track. They will maintain this newfound balance all by themselves because they have 

developed their topline and overall strength to obtain self-carriage. These final photos below illustrate 

the finished horse, cantering down the track -- fully engaged from behind, lifting the shoulder, and being 

as balanced as possible for the safety of the rider. 

                                 

 
 
Stay tuned for Stacey’s next installment in our Spring Newsletter! Part Three of the series will focus on 
implementing dressage as you go down the track.  
 
Stacey Youlios has been the President of the Utah Dressage Society for six of the last 11 years, and is an 
MA3 registered level 1 instructor as well as a USA Archery level 2 instructor. She is available for clinics on 
mounted archery and training your horse for mounted archery. 


