



[image: ]








[image: ]




collective remarks






[image: ]




collective remarks


a journey through the american dressage evolution:
 where it’s been, where we are, and where we need to be


 


 


anne gribbons


illustrations by karen rohlf 
 foreword by george williams


 


 




[image: ]






First published in 2014 by
 Trafalgar Square Books
 North Pomfret, Vermont 05053


Copyright © 2014 Anne Gribbons


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, by any means, without written permission of the publisher, except by a reviewer quoting brief excerpts for a review in a magazine, newspaper, or website.


The text in this book first appeared in The Chronicle of the Horse. It appears here with additions and annotations.


Disclaimer of Liability
 The author and publisher shall have neither liability nor responsibility to any person or entity with respect to any loss or damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the information contained in this book. While the book is as accurate as the author can make it, there may be errors, omissions, and inaccuracies.


Trafalgar Square Books encourages the use of approved safety helmets in all equestrian sports and activities.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
 Gribbons, Anne.


Collective remarks : a journey through the American dressage evolution :
  where it’s been, where we are, and where we need to be / Anne Gribbons.


pages cm
Includes index.
 ISBN 978-1-57076-683-1
 1. Dressage. 2. Horsemanship. I. Title. II. Title: American dressage evolution.
  SF309.5.G75 2014 
 798.2’3--dc23


2013047191


Book design by DOQ
 Cover design by RM Didier
 Typefaces: Palatino LT Std and Scala Sans Pro


Printed in the United States of America


10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1




foreword


by George Williams


“A delightful collection of gems” is the best way to describe this wonderful book by my good friend, Anne Gribbons. Over the years her vast experiences with horses have given her a keen eye and an entertaining wit. These pieces prove she is as talented with words as she is with horses.


I have a photo of myself from the mid-seventies while competing a beautiful blood bay stallion at the Knoll Farm dressage show on Long Island, New York. We had trailered down from New Hampshire, and I first became aware of Anne at that show. Little did I know then what a major influence she would become in US dressage. She and her husband David developed Knoll Farm into a hotbed of activity: from putting on competitions, to breeding horses, to running a boarding stable and riding school.


Anne never stands still. She has been a member of the US Pan American Games Team; competed and trained many horses through Grand Prix; judged at many top competitions, including two Fédération Equestre Internationale (FEI) World Cups and the European Championships; was Technical Advisor/Coach for the US Dressage Team at the 2010 World Equestrian Games (WEG), 2010 Pan American Games, and the 2012 Olympics; and has been a member of the FEI Dressage Committee, numerous United States Equestrian Federation (USEF) and United States Dressage Federation (USDF) committees, as well as a former board member of the American Horse Shows Association (the AHSA before it became US Equestrian, and eventually USEF). She can write knowledgably about everything from “Fashions in Dressage Horses and Myths about Gaits” to “Looking Beyond the Olympics” to “The Elusive Half-Halt.” Anne has done it all.


Twice now I have had the wonderful opportunity of working closely with Anne: Once in the nineties when we were co-chairs of the AHSA Dressage Committee, and more recently when I was chair of the USEF Dressage High Performance Committee when she was the USEF Technical Advisor/National Coach for dressage. During these years we shared conversations about the need to develop depth of horses and riders in the United States; the importance of training our own international Grand Prix horses; and the necessity of establishing good basics in our riders. These are all themes that are reflected throughout her writings, perhaps no more so than in “The Value of a Solid Education” and “Dare to Let Go.”


As her column entitled “Who’s Next?” clearly shows, Anne is a visionary and a “doer.” She is committed to the sport and wants to see America position itself strongly on the international scene, both today and in the future. With that goal in mind, Anne was the driving force behind the original Junior National Championships. Later on, while Technical Advisor, she put the building blocks in place for development of the long discussed “pipeline.” Her piece entitled “Looking Beyond the Olympics” covers the need for a steady flow of good up-and-coming horses and riders brilliantly.


Anne’s skill and knowledge of dressage comes to life in these fabulously written pieces. Whether she is being brutally honest, reflective, humorous, or instructional her passion for the sport and the horses always comes through. In the end I have to say I think one of my all-time favorite pieces is “Where Did the Extended Trot Go?” And one of the beauties of this book is you don’t have to start from the beginning. You may want to begin by reading “A Way to Dip Your Toes In.”


Wherever you start, I hope you will enjoy these gems as much as I do. Over the years Anne has offered a valuable commentary on the state of dressage. Her insights are as important today as when she wrote them. In my opinion, this thought-provoking book is a must-read for all dressage enthusiasts.


George Williams
 President, United States Dressage Federation (USDF)




preface


When I received a letter in 1995 (back in the days we still communicated by mail) from John Strassburger (editor of the respected multi-disciplinary equestrian weekly The Chronicle of the Horse for twenty years), I read the headline several times to make sure it was truly addressed to me. John, whom I only knew from the few times he had interviewed me at dressage shows, asked if I would consider becoming the dressage contributor for “Between Rounds,” the monthly feature column in his popular magazine. I was surprised, flattered, and terrified at the same time, immediately worrying about whether I could keep up with deadlines and if I would have enough ideas and subjects to write about. In addition, the company I was being asked to join—other contributors at that time included George Morris and Denny Emerson—was pretty daunting. But in the end nothing could have stopped me from jumping at a chance to do what I actually had long wished to do and what had been a goal for many years: write!


Much encouraged by my husband David and other good friends, I accepted John’s invitation. As I got into the rhythm of writing on a regular basis, the deadlines became more routine, the subject matters seemed to present themselves, and I loved being able to put into practice the education I had in journalism before my life was absorbed by horses. As my articles began to appear in print, encouraging comments from readers gave me the confidence to continue, and after a while it felt as if I was engaged in a spirited and ongoing dialogue with the dressage community through my monthly columns.


When I took on the job as Technical Advisor/Dressage Team Coach for the United States Equestrian Federation (USEF) in 2009, it became impossible to produce a column every month. Since then I have shared the Between Rounds dressage columns with (mainly) George Williams, current president of the United States Dressage Federation (USDF), whose input is always interesting and up to date.


Since horse magazines are always filled to the brim with training advice, over the years I avoided training-type content in my columns and instead tried to cover current events, comment on “the state of the art,” and present my personal philosophy on various subjects related to dressage in particular and horses in general. A selection of these columns that seem to remain as relevant today as they were upon first appearing in print have been collected in the pages of this book. I hope the regular readers of The Chronicle who have followed my columns over the years will enjoy a look back and find morsels of advice and reflection that still resonate, and I hope new readers may find the contents to provide an interesting walk through a recent history of dressage—namely, the last two decades.


The columns that appear here are dated to show when they were originally published in order to explain why some comments may seem odd as obviously, times have changed since they were written. I chose to keep some of the “outmoded” pieces in because they help show the development in the art and sport of dressage since the mid-1990s. As you now read about things that we as an industry perhaps wished for or feared might happen, the development (or lack thereof) over the years becomes apparent. It is almost like time travel.


Trafalgar Square Books, the leading publisher of equestrian books and DVDs, approached me a while ago and asked me to write a book—but before starting a new writing venture, I proposed they publish some of my Chronicle columns in book form. Caroline Robbins, Martha Cook, and Rebecca Didier thought it over and decided to let me have this “fling.” They helped me select the right columns and put them in an order that makes sense without being too rigid about the chronology. This way, as I intended, readers can revisit select columns and smile at some memories that are not so time-sensitive as to appear obsolete.


I am grateful to Trafalgar Square for agreeing to work with me on this project, and I also want to thank The Chronicle of the Horse for graciously allowing me to reuse the columns that originally appeared within its pages.


Actually, the original idea to publish the “Between Rounds” columns in book form came from John Strassburger, the editor who gave me my first shot at being a rider-writer. And because he was a superb editor and the brainchild of my original columns, I would like to dedicate this collection of essays to him. Thank you, John, for choosing me…for patiently correcting my spelling and other gaffes over many years, and for giving me a chance to pursue my passion for writing.


Anne Gribbons
 Chuluota, Florida
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riding wisdom
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stepping up




When I was asked to take over the “Between Rounds” column in The Chronicle of the Horse for a while, I was at first excited, because I enjoy writing as an alternative to riding in circles. Before long panic set in, since I cannot get half the daily things that are on my list done before sunset. “Deadline” is not a word that evokes pleasure, and I decided I did not need it in my life. 





Then I thought of Hilda Gurney (Fédération Equestre Internationale—FEI—judge, Olympic bronze medal winner, and my predecessor at The Chronicle), and I was ashamed. There is nobody in the world busier than Hilda, and I bet she never missed a column deadline.


Boundless Energy


Hilda and I both judged the Region Eight United States Dressage Federation (USDF) Championships in August of 1995. Incredibly chipper, she arrived at midnight and planned to leave on the “red-eye.” I also know something about Hilda’s schedule at home since my husband once visited her in California and got the tour of her farm. Not a lazy guy himself, he said that after a couple of hours “in” her life, he was ready for a nap. Hilda was everywhere: teaching, training, supervising the breeding program—and yet she still found time to give David an excellent tour of the facility.


Hilda’s energy and enthusiasm is abundant. When it comes to sharing her knowledge and ideas, even her horses, Hilda is uncommonly generous. I know this from firsthand experience. Light-years ago, there was a United States Equestrian Team Foundation (USET) benefit put on by Mrs. William Steinkraus,*  which featured eight Grand Prix horses from all over the country, performing a musical ride. The day before the “big night,” my horse went lame. Hilda had brought a second FEI horse with her. When she found out about my dilemma, without a moment’s hesitation, she said, “Take ‘Good Evening,’ he can do it.” Not many riders will hand their horse to a virtual stranger for the good of the whole—or for any reason. Hilda did, and I have never forgotten.


Because of her partnership with Keen (the 17.2-hand Thoroughbred she trained and who dominated US dressage in the mid-1970s), Hilda has become an embodiment of the American Dream—come true. When Hilda speaks, people listen. She is a hard act to follow.


“Not Really an Art…”


Although I will undoubtedly cover some serious subjects in the columns to follow, I cannot honestly promise that I will be completely solemn all the time. As much as I am devoted to and involved in dressage, I have to confess that it is not a discipline that excels in humor. At times we get so wrapped up in being “classical” and correct and pompous that we lose sight of the fact that this is a sport and a form of recreation.


Dressage is not really an art, although we like to call it that. The few times when this sport is truly elevated to an art form is when you watch a performance so inspiring it makes your hair stand on end and brings tears to your eyes. Not a daily occurrence, for sure. Dressage also approaches art when the horse under you offers to do something you have had to beg for (or force out of him) before. Then the violins start in your head, your heart soars, and riding becomes an artistic endeavor for about fifteen seconds. At most other times, dressage is discipline, sweat, repetition, and sometimes a pain-in-the-you-know-exactly-where. Getting on our dressage horses and taking ourselves too seriously does not endear us to those in other equestrian disciplines—or to each other.


An event rider attending a large dressage show as a spectator mentioned to me that she thought dressage riders tended to look unhappy and at times almost antagonistic toward their horses during warm-up. “I thought the whole point was harmony,” she said. Immediately on the defense, I protested vigorously. Together we proceeded to the schooling area and observed the goings-on. I must admit she was not entirely wrong, and it was a strange sensation to watch dressage from “the outside.” You do see a lot of tension, long faces, and a feeling of “we can’t stand each other” projected from horses and riders alike. I am not speaking of appropriate corrections and momentary disagreements but an overall atmosphere.


“Uptight” Riders?


We all know that there is nothing to humble us like a horse, and every time you take that horse out in public and put him and yourself “on stage,” you take a risk. I think the fear of being less than perfect, in combination with being at the mercy of subjective judging, makes the dressage rider the most uptight of all riders. One thing I have learned from many years of competing, however, is that the least judgmental of the people who will potentially notice your mistakes are your co-competitors. In one of my darkest moments, these words from Bruce Davidson helped me put things in perspective: “You know,” he said, “It only happens on a horse.”


Your fellow riders know and understand the problems and pitfalls, and they also know that “pride goeth before a fall.” The most severe critics are the people who are seldom (if ever) seen mounted in public. They can afford to criticize without having to prove anything, and therefore, their opinion is secondary. If the dressage community as a whole had a less fragile ego, I think we would have an even better time together. After all, would the absurd outrage over Dressage Queen jokes occur if there wasn’t a little “D.Q.” afraid to be ridiculed hiding in all of us?


Lighten up, guys!


1995


_______________


* Helen Steinkraus, wife of Olympic show jumper William Steinkraus, was a dressage rider and judge, and played an important role in the development of the sport in America.
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art revisited




When I mentioned the word “art” in my first article in The Chronicle (see p. 4), I knew I was in the danger zone. Dressage as an art form versus dressage as a competitive sport is as useless a topic to argue over as the subject of religion. It does not yield a conclusion, and in the end everyone is offended and upset. 




It is true that dressage in its original form was not a competitive enterprise and that dressage is imperfect as a sport. The judging alone is almost mission impossible since the human factor gets in the way. Perhaps five computers could get it right—but only if we could survive the bloodbath caused by the disagreements sure to arise during programming. And then, of course, a computer cannot evaluate the “art factor,” which requires an ability to react emotionally in ways we have yet to see produced by a machine.


Harmony ≠ Art


Harmony, however, is not always synonymous with art. Of course all of us who ride multiple horses every day must experience peace and harmony during the majority of our riding time, or we could not stand what we are doing. Harmony is only one component in art, and it is quite possible to have harmony without any art whatsoever. Picture a horse and rider lumbering about, relaxed, happy, and with no impulsion. This kind of riding is (not incorrectly) referred to by some as “watching paint dry” or “grass grow.” It can put spectators and judges alike into a deep coma, and yet it is harmonious. A mechanical and dull performance without any power, brilliance, or chemistry can be harmonious but is hardly artistic. To arrive at art, everybody—human and equine—has to make efforts that go beyond attaining comfort and peace. There is a certain amount of suffering and conflict involved when a ballet dancer, an opera singer, or a painter strive to elevate their work to that of art—and it is the same for the dressage horse and rider.


Nuno Oliveira was an artist on horseback who, to the best of my knowledge, never was involved in competition. That does not mean that he could not have a disagreement with a horse, and although he did not compete, he had plenty of ego to go around. I used to watch him ride and teach at Potomac Horse Center in Maryland, and there was never a doubt as to who was in charge in his arena. As in all our work with horses, harmony is one of the end products desired, but the journey to get there would sometimes include a bit of stormy weather. Horses have no ambition of their own to become “trained,” so the motivation in its various forms of corrections and rewards must come from the rider.


1996
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a forum for dressage philosophy




The idea for this column came to me when I read Ridsport, a Swedish equine publication. An issue included a short report about a sold-out lecture given by Elisabeth Lundholm, a prominent instructor and organizer and [at time of writing] the Director of Dressage at the Swedish Federation. The title of her presentation was “The Philosophy of Dressage,” and on that subject she entertained a captivated audience for ninety minutes.




There were many “gems” to consider in the buildup of her presentation, and I will try to elaborate on some of them. Ms. Lundholm started by pointing out that it is vital to have a burning interest in the entire domain of horsemanship and the relationship with the horse before even thinking of competition. The focus on competing should never come before the consideration of the “whole horse experience,” including understanding of bloodlines, physiology, equine health, and mental welfare.


Ms. Lundholm cited seven critical points of importance in our relationship with horses. The article did not divulge the details of what was said, but I am using her seven key words (which, by the way, all start with the letter “K” in Swedish) to spin on for my own interpretation.


Love


First on her list was love. There is a lot of love devoted to horses, probably because they are so noble and gentle and, to all of us fanatics, the most beautiful animals on earth. Love that is poured out on horses comes from different sources. The horse is sometimes, but certainly not always, a substitute for people, such as husbands, wives, children, or friends. A horse does not lie, he does not cheat on you, and he rarely hurts you deliberately. In addition, he provides you with the thrills of learning to ride, while trying to carry out your wishes. A dog can fulfill many of the emotional “needs” of a person even better than a horse, but a dog rarely offers the excitement of sport, power, and beauty that is synonymous with a horse. (And no dog can compete with that heavenly aroma!)


Knowledge


Knowledge was the second point in the lecture, and it is a sore spot in many a horse owner’s life, especially the dressage rider. Not that the dressage rider is slower to learn or less interested in gaining knowledge than horse owners involved in other disciplines, but there is so much to learn and so little time. Regardless of our horse sport of choice, the horse is entirely dependent on our decisions about his health and welfare, and therefore we, as horse owners, can become very dangerous to him if we act out of ignorance. I don’t know how many times I have looked back at some action I took because I thought it was the proper one, and said to myself: “If only I had known…” The horse’s health is dependent on who we chose to care for him, who we pick as a veterinarian, farrier, shipper, and trainer. Only lots of personal experience or the extreme luck of having honest and knowledgeable advice can save the horse person from making mistakes that are costly, time consuming, and sometimes detrimental—or even fatal.


Communication


Communication is the next key word. Some horses, I have found, are easier to “converse” with than others, just like people. The ones that are outgoing and demonstrative are usually easy to read, while the serious and introverted types are harder to reach.


I have a horse that is very focused, very intense, and probably very worried about his performance. He is also a wimpy type who obsesses about his physique and complains through excessive body language about every little discomfort. For years I have ridden “powerhouse” horses that didn’t have physical issues, could care less about footing, weather, or little aches, and were quite cocky about their ability to perform. Therefore I experience difficulties dealing with this “mimosa,” and I never know if I should ignore some of his many issues or listen and worry about every one.


Another of my horses is just the opposite: He is totally tuned in to the environment, sometimes to the point where he is unaware there is a rider aboard, and only raw talent makes him get by. He is a practical joker and has entirely too many “good ideas” every day. However, he is young and very happy in his skin and as he gets older, I feel he will be able to concentrate even in the show ring. In spite of the frustrations related to his leaping and playing, I find this horse easier to understand and deal with than the solemn and fretting kind.


Consistency


Consistency is next on the agenda. The lack of consistency in work with the dressage horse is often a real problem, for the horse even more than the rider. Slowly but surely we are coming to understand this in the United States, but we are still light-years behind the Europeans. When I was in Germany for my first “tour” of training, the legendary trainer and German Olympian Mr. Harry Boldt was amazed to see me arrive at the barn ready to ride every morning. He expected to train the horse and call me in on occasion to show me his progress. At the time I had to explain to him that I had no intention of twiddling my thumbs in Germany while he rode my horse. However, I see the point as far as ensuring consistency for the horse, and I was the only horse owner in his barn at the time who came to ride daily.


When a rider is experienced, she or he will understand the importance of the logical and steadfast program the horse has to follow to have a chance to become fully trained to the best of his ability. Many less experienced riders and owners in America are on a sure course to failure with their wonderful new youngsters by not having a proven trainer at their side. Not because their intentions are not good, but because they need to ruin at least one horse (and possibly break a bone or two) before they understand the value of following a consistent system of training.


Body Control


Body control is an all-important subject. If they sold it in bottles I would buy the stock. Do you ever have a day when you absolutely cannot make your body obey the orders of your brain? In case I am not instantly aware that I am having a “bad body day,” my horses are likely to point it out in short order. It is a rare occasion when horse after horse is not “going well,” so obviously there is a pilot error.


When I teach, I try to stay alert to what the rider is doing with his or her body, legs, and hands as I concentrate on the entire picture, because it is almost always true that whatever fails has its source in the riding: mainly the rider’s position and balance as well as his or her natural instincts while giving the aids. Nobody thrills at the prospect of longe line lessons, but they are the answer to many body control problems.




Unconventional Wisdom




Dressage = Life


Of all sports, I think dressage most resembles life. The seasons are long; defeat is familiar. Repetition eventually, but sometimes painfully slowly, makes you and your horse perform better. It’s not necessarily fun or safe all the time. And just as things start to gel, the preparation feels right, and the goal is in sight, the horse comes up lame.


Life as a professional rider and trainer can be a rollercoaster ride, since we’re dependent on the health and progress of our ever-changing equines. And still, as frustrating as it can be, it’s all worth it when that flying change that was so difficult is suddenly easy and clean, the piaffe truly feels like a trot in place, and the connection is reliable.







Concentration


Concentration is the sixth key word. I guess I have been lucky working with students who were largely quite focused, whatever their level of talent. However, the few riders I have met who had problems setting their minds on course simply cannot keep the “phone line” to their horses alive. As soon as the horse feels the rider go mentally out for lunch, so does he—and not to the same place.


“Talkers” are the most difficult kind of students to deal with. They ask questions in the middle of a half-pass and provide a running commentary on their own performance. This, of course, irritates the instructor beyond belief (and makes the horse smile internally, since he knows that he is really in charge of the program).


At shows, the inability to concentrate truly comes back to bite you, and few horses will be kind enough to carry you through the test if you are worried about everything but the task at hand.


Feel


Feel is the last item on the agenda, and the most difficult to define. We often say a rider is “elegant” or “has a good seat,” and therefore he or she is assumed to have arrived at the pinnacle of riding skills. I remember early in my dressage career a co-competitor who everybody admired for her lovely posture and grace. I was forever told that “Karin never moves.” One day, as I watched her test, it dawned on me: neither did her horse. It is not that difficult to look serene while something does not happen.


What I mean by “feel” is the intuitive adjustments that some riders make to communicate with the horse. Sometimes, but not always, these “conversations” are invisible. However, when they produce the desired results, you have to assume that even when the aids were somewhat visible, they were correct.


Feel cannot be taught, only further developed and polished. It is the gift that separates those of us who “ride well” from the few who make riding an art.


2000
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 a lot of attitude




At a Florida dressage show, I was discussing the “dressage scene” with a woman who follows the circuit as part of the “service team”—the vendors, video recording companies, photographers, farriers, and so on. In the course of our conversation, she told me she felt that as a group, we needed to take a moment to examine ourselves and our dressage community, and to try to see things from her angle. 





Her point of view is of interest, since she is in constant communication with dressage riders, judges, and officials without actually engaging in any of the same activities.


All the Talk


The woman said that often the “talk” surrounding her at dressage events is of an unpleasant nature, such as nasty gossip, untrue statements, or just negative input about another rider, a judge, or a manager. One of her rider friends was so upset with all the talk that she vowed to “give up gossip for Lent” in an effort to start cleaning up her own act first.


Especially discouraging were the kinds of things apparently being said in the judges’ box about competitors, which were often overheard by the nearby video camera person and the scribe. First of all, it is inappropriate for a judge to comment on anything other than the performance of a horse and rider. Any other subject matter, such as looks, brains, or personality of the equipage, is forbidden territory. Any judge arrogant enough to assume that the people around him or her are deaf and dumb and will not assimilate and repeat the information needs to watch out. Scribes, especially the efficient and experienced ones who are a judge’s delight, see and hear a lot, and they may choose not to pass it on—but there is a limit even to their tolerance if the person riding is a friend or family member.


The “Free Lunch” Myth


Another popular topic of discussion is the attitude of a rider who has been sponsored and then loses his or her horse. This could be due to a decision by the owner to withdraw the horse from competition, change riders, or sell the horse. As I point out later in this book (p. 160), being sponsored has its hardships, and of course we all mourn the loss of a successful Olympic combination. However, we as riders need to protect owners from our own sentimental reactions, which may be grossly unfair to them. When you are the one taking all the financial responsibility for a venture as high-risk as a shot at a team position for a horse and a rider, you deserve the right to make all the budget decisions. Sponsors can promise a lot of things, and truly mean them when they say them, but life changes, and the stock market is unreliable. The reality is that if a rider wants total protection against the possibility of losing a horse in training, he or she needs to own part of the horse and have a contract that clearly states the rules. In other words, the rider has to take a risk along with the owner by offering money or time as part of the deal.


You got it, no free lunch here either…



The Fallacy of Perfection


To continue with attitudes we seem to harbor, there is a strange syndrome going on with people looking to enrich their lives by adding an equine to the fold. For forty years or more I have been involved with finding, training, and selling horses, and the modus operandi of prospective horse owners is changing.


One reason is the availability of sales videos, which certainly is a mixed blessing. It cuts down on necessary travel, but many times watching videos does not give a good horse a fair chance because the poor quality of the video is misrepresenting the animal. Besides, the never-ending movie-watching leads to confusion and eventually apathy in the amateur who does not have endless stamina. Once a likely prospect has been sighted and selected, the travel starts, and with a good portion of luck, trainer and hopeful owner hit the jackpot. Now the real fun begins: the vet check. In the remote possibility that the veterinarian finds the horse in good order and has the guts to say so in clear language, that should seal the deal. Hardly. This horse has to be perfect, not a flaw allowed. Even things unrelated to the performance and unimportant to the job description have to be researched and questioned and fussed about ad infinitum. Reliable advice from an instructor of long-standing does little to calm the seas.


Why is all this happening? Since when are there any guarantees on health, life, or even on the sun rising tomorrow? Besides, I would like to know the kind of inspection a horse would perform before accepting a new owner, had he that option. The perfect owner is even more of a utopian fantasy than the perfect horse. Ask any horse.


The Horse as the One Thing, Not One of Many Things


Both George Morris and Denny Emerson wrote excellent columns in The Chronicle of the Horse (“The Evolution of Teaching,” January 5, 2001; and “We Need More Cowboy in Our Riders,” January 12, 2001) in which they deplore the lack of basic knowledge, experience, and depth of horsemanship in our sport of today. I can easily jump on that bandwagon, and not because I think we ancients know everything better, but because I see the effects on the sport and the results of the “modern” point of view.


I took my first riding lessons from my grandfather, who was an officer in the Swedish cavalry. My horses were four-year-old remounts, brought up from the pastures, and it was months before I was given a saddle. The involuntary dismounts were frequent and some were spectacular. Later on, I went to a riding school where I spent years slowly climbing up the levels of proficiency under the guidance of military men with no mercy for pain and no tolerance for wimps. They definitely lacked in sensitivity and were not politically correct, but they loved and lived for horses, and they were passionate about creating new generations of riders. Having run a riding academy in this country for over thirty years, I can assure you none of my childhood teachers, although they produced competent riders, would have survived one week as instructors on our staff.


What many of today’s parents want from the sport is instant success in competition yesterday. Children who cannot post in rhythm and barely can steer a pony around the ring are being encouraged to jump. But naturally the pony has to be 100-percent foolproof and is required to keep his back under the seat of that kid in every situation. If the instructor indicates that it would be prudent to extend the sessions on the flat until the progeny has a clue, we find another teacher. When the child hits the dust we make scenes, and if there is a scratch on the little darling, we stop by the lawyer’s office on the way to the doctor.


On the whole, adult students are no better. School horses are expected to be carousel horses, rocking along in a zero-risk atmosphere. Any challenge has to be avoided, and learning to ride a green or difficult horse (the kind that really teach you something!) is out of the question. The attitude is that the horse ought to do all the work and be a “packer” (a word I detest!) even in dressage. Ideally the “schoolmaster” is on remote control, performing all the tricks as the teacher calls for them. No effort is to be required from the rider, who wishes to be fed the information without breaking a sweat and without utilizing legs, seat, or mind.


Alternate training methods are quite the rage. Instead of going through the tiresome everyday “do it again” of learning to ride a horse, we snap lead shanks, click clickers, wave wands, squat in pastures, and whisper to horses. In twenty-three minutes, previously untouched colts are tacked and backed in front of amazed audiences. I can’t help wondering what the same horse does on the second day. When all else fails, call the horse psychic and solve the problem in the comfort of your home.


This attitude about riding is, of course, completely bizarre. The horse is not a vehicle for our glorification; he is not an exercise bike or a simulator for us to “try out” the Grand Prix movements. Horses are alive and each is an individual, and that is the charm and fascination of the riding game. Horses become a lifestyle, not one of the many things we pack into our day. The time spent living and breathing horses that is required to ever become truly proficient as a competitor, trainer, teacher, or groom cannot be replaced by the quick fix, never mind how good the guru, how splendid the surroundings, or how opulent the finances.


In spite of all this outpouring of attitude, I still think we have a great sport and a captivating lifestyle compared to most people who are not wrapped up in the mystique of the horse. As long as we can stay healthy and stay on, all other things seem to sort themselves out eventually. And to speed up our attitude adjustment, there is always Happy Hour.
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many of us horse people share an affliction called “jack russells”




Early on, our family always had dogs of “proper” size (at least knee-high) that displayed “normal” dog behavior. The Jack Russell terror in our house started with a phone call from friends who were at a terrier trial and saw these “adorable puppies” just desperate for a good home. At the time, neither my husband nor I had a clue about terrier trials or the fact that a Jack Russell is never desperate for anything.






With a lot of encouragement from people who were really just looking for partners in crime, we agreed to look at the puppy. It was a female, about fist-size. She looked harmless enough, and like all puppies, was irresistible. She moved in and immediately took over operations.



Sweet Revenge


We named her Digger, and that stopped her from ever digging anything. Instead, she concentrated on climbing trees. Her great passion in life was squirrels, and in pursuit of her prey she would hurl herself into the trees and tear up the branches in complete oblivion to the fact that this was not a dog thing to do.


If she ever downed a squirrel, I’m sure it was from a heart attack, since the creatures certainly never expected the dog to follow them up the tree.


We were forever approached by visitors who would hesitantly ask us if we thought that there was a dog in the tree out front. We would once again drag out the ladder and get Digger down while the people sighed in relief (relief that they weren’t crazy).


As sweet as Digger was, she was heavily into revenge. She hated being left home alone, and she gnawed a plum-sized hole in the center of the linoleum kitchen floor the first time we abandoned her for an hour. I didn’t mind the hole as much as the location. The whole floor had to be replaced.


A while later, when we thought she was grown up and could be trusted to be alone in the house, I arrived home to find a puddle in the middle of the dining table. While checking for a leak on the ceiling and finding none, it suddenly dawned on me what had happened. She would have paid dearly, except I could not find her anywhere until I had stopped laughing at her nerve.


Scary Jack


Don’t think for a minute that a Jack doesn’t know exactly what it is doing and why. They are truly scary.


One weekend, my mother informed me that she “had a surprise for me.” Strange things happen when Mother visits, and I sure was surprised when she showed up with another Jack Russell puppy. It was a present from my groom, who got a puppy from us for Christmas two years earlier. Payback is a bitch, but in this case it was a dog, and we named him Chipper.


Chipper had eyes just like Lady in Lady and the Tramp—big, brown and sparkling—and Digger tolerated him, although she found his fascination with fetching balls, sticks, and anything people would throw a bit much. When we lost Digger to sudden heart failure, I thought a breather from the Jacks would be nice, but then our borrowed live-in kid wanted a puppy, and the circus was on again.


At a show in Tampa, Florida, I found Scooter. He was the opposite of the ugly duckling: As a puppy he was adorable, and every day he matured to become more splay-footed, cross-eyed, and long-backed. His final shape is odd, to say the least, but Mother Nature tries to keep things in balance, and Scooter is one of the smartest dogs I have ever met.


He is a hunter to the core. Left to his own devices, he will use the dawn’s early light to pile up half a dozen rats, who find themselves dead before they even wake up in the morning. He never barks, just strikes and kills without a sound—and goes on to the next victim.
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Chipper loved to torture Scooter when he was a puppy. He would keep Scooter at bay by growling and snapping and generally demonstrating who was in charge at every opportunity. One day Scooter, now much heavier and certainly twice the length of Chipper, decided he’d had enough. He promptly bit Chipper’s ear off. As my husband dove for the half ear to rescue it, Scooter looked him squarely in the eye and swallowed hard. All gone!


After repeated fights, both dogs were neutered, a feature that only slightly tempered their urge to kill each other but in no way got rid of their basic aggressiveness. Both of them will stand up to a dog any size at the drop of a hat. I think the breed is missing the gene that helps evaluate size because it’s hard to imagine that every Jack Russell was born with a Napoleonic complex.


The Trials


Recently, we hosted a regional championship Jack Russell trials, complete with agility, go-to-ground, races, conformation, and some other classes. A glaring omission in the prize list was a class for obedience—what a surprise! The Jacks are the nightmare of every dog school instructor, and perhaps the accepted fact that they “don’t train well” is one of the reasons for the popularity that they enjoy with horse people.


After all, when you spend all day schooling horses, you have little energy left to train the dog. If the dog is known to be virtually untrainable, you can shrug, sigh, and apologize for his unruly behavior while feeling confident that everyone understands that things are beyond your control.


One positive feature is the “easy handling,” which allows you to carry, transport, wash, and hide in hotel rooms this little dog, which will wake up the whole hotel with his sharp barking if the spirit moves him.


The Jacks always stray where they aren’t supposed to be at horse shows, but they rarely get in trouble (although you do). They have a sixth sense about horses and appear to know from birth how to avoid being flattened by their hooves, even while in hot pursuit of game.
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A good hunting Jack—which is 99 percent of them—is far better than a cat as a deterrent for rats, since they waste no time playing games. They just carry on like little killing machines, displaying the most ardent bloodthirst and pure joy in hunting. They may look sweet and innocent curled up on the couch, but you can see your little pooch get up, stretch, yawn and say to himself, “Well, I think I’ll go kill something.”


Everything but Boring


A few years ago, I ran into a man at Dressage at Devon in Pennsylvania who was posted next to a cage with four Jack Russell puppies. All our relatives and friends had at least one by then, so I wasn’t interested, but I had a German girl with me who went all aflame and ran to call her parents about the possibilities of becoming owned by a Jack Russell.


While she was away, the man with the puppies asked me, “Don’t you want a puppy?”


“Absolutely not,” I said, “I can’t stand them.”


The man hesitated, then leaned closer to me and whispered, “Neither can I. These belong to my wife.”


We then commiserated about the horrors of the breed until we ran out of breath. “So,” he asked when we were finally through, “how many Jacks do you have?”


I reluctantly admitted to two. He also had two, in addition to the puppies. We each confessed we probably would always have at least one around. “Why is that?” I asked.


“Because,” said the man, “all other dogs bore me.”
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the value of a solid foundation




Watching a new generation of dressage riders come along, I cannot help but notice that in spite of all our efforts to mainstream, educate, help out, and sponsor our up-and-coming riders, the final results are almost entirely dependent on what lives in the “bottom” of their riding life.





Having a firm base to build on is vital, since a house without a foundation is unlikely to withstand the trials of nature. This image has been used a lot in sermons, but it applies to success in sports as well as to a healthy spiritual life. Looking back on my own education, I was lucky to have been firmly in the grip of my cavalry officer grandfather and a riding school that left no stone unturned to torture the uninitiated. Of course, I did not appreciate the strong discipline back then. One thing that frustrated me was the obsession with what we in this country call “flatwork,” which revolved around establishing the correct seat for the rider and “on the aids” training for the horse. Riders were not allowed to start jumping before all the longe lessons; all the walk, trot, and canter plus transitions; and the basic lateral work was officially approved. It seemed to take forever before the much longed for jump equipment was brought out and we could get on with life!


The “Human Mirror”


After years in Sweden and some on Long Island competing in eventing and jumping, I met USET coach Colonel Bengt Ljungquist at Potomac Horse Center in Maryland. From there on I was on a solid dressage track, with the most consistent, honest, and all-forgiving teacher one could be blessed with. After eight years of helping and caring and guiding me and many other riders, Bengt died, and little did I realize how much I had taken him for granted. When we lost Bengt, I thought in my youthful insolence that I could go it alone, but in reality, I was lost in space. Eventually it became obvious to me that the more advanced your horse becomes, the more you need an instructor. Without that “human mirror” to correct or prevent your mistakes, you will never get the instant input you need to improve and develop your riding.


Since I started looking for help, I have enjoyed a lot of wonderful assistance from major players and big names, but none of all that can wipe out what Bengt and the old cavalry guys put in at a time when it was crucial to my future development. For many years, I have been able to build, add, improve, and even change a few things, but I never felt as if any of the new information would rip the ground out from under me and cause confusion or meltdown.


This article is directed mostly to the young people who are lucky enough to have a dedicated, established, and loyal instructor to help them in their riding on a regular basis, and those who are searching for help. Can you think of any international rider you admire who does not have a coach standing by? Of course not, and sometimes that trainer is the same one who started the rider from the very beginning. Even when the teachers have changed over time, the “first impressions” are likely to be permanent, and you need to find that basis to later build on and make yourself available to learn. If you are not one of the lucky kids whose parents are willing to support your horse activities, or you don’t have a sponsor paying your way, it means you have to go and find the right situation.


Sometimes that opportunity is right next door at the local riding stable; sometimes it means going far away, perhaps even abroad. Never mind how we try to structure the horse industry: To date there is no education better and more thorough than the hands-on experience of being a working student. It may take you a couple of tries to find the situation that will work for you, but there is no way you will see, learn, live, and absorb horses and training as well as in the stable. In the barn, life is a never-ending scenario of mucking, turnouts, grooming, and waiting for the vet, and all that can get really old. Nevertheless, it is true that as long as you get to ride regularly, and you feel there is someone correcting you and taking a genuine interest in your progress, it is time well spent. While working with the mundane tasks around the barn, I guarantee you that you will learn something every day, and you won’t even notice it. You will get to know every horse, and you will instantly detect when things are not right with each one. Every visit from the veterinarian or the farrier will teach you something new. You will find out how to prepare and present horses for sale, how to break a colt, and perhaps, how to manage a breeding stallion and foal out mares. In the end, you will have seen more in practice than any book can cover, and along with enhancing your own ability to ride, you will become a horseman. And that, ultimately, is more valuable than all the glory of the show ring. There’s nothing wrong with winning, mind you, but knowing what goes on behind the scenes will last you a lot longer and get you farther than a fading ribbon.



Sticking with It


Sticking with it is a key feature, both for a working student and in a student-teacher relationship. Every day is not going to be glorious, or even tolerable; every lesson is not going to create revelations. Consistency, persistence, and a view of the big picture are essential. I spent a couple of days with US dressage rider and Olympian Lisa Wilcox when judging a show in Hamburg, Germany, at a time when she had just been invited to join the stud farm Gestüt Vorverk. She had already paid her dues working and taking her Bereiter exams in Germany, but of course she was hesitant to take this giant leap. At the time the German Olympic rider Nicole Uphoff was already working for the stud farm, and that was a bit intimidating. Well, Lisa took on the challenge, and it led to an eventual place on the US dressage team. With enough resolve and appreciation for the help offered, and a little bit of luck, you can get there, too.


Well, you say, but what about talent? Am I talented enough? It has been said before, but I will say it again: Talent without passion and determination is a complete waste of time. However, even mediocre aptitude can be developed to unimaginable heights with the right combination of student, horse, and teacher. I have had all kinds of students, and the most frustrating kind is not the one who struggles with the requirements, but the student that has it all and cannot be bothered to put in the work. Talent alone, although it helps, will never bring you to the top.


After you have found your niche, the one that works for you, don’t become impatient and start running in all directions. Remember that all good things take time, and that everything you learn is yours to keep. Nobody can rob you of your knowledge. Stay loyal to yourself and to the people who honestly want to support you. Live with the setbacks and don’t blame your trainer or your horse for your own shortcomings. And one day when you reach your star, don’t forget to thank the people who believed in you, spent their time on you, and gave you a leg up when you knew nothing.


When I was in my mid-twenties, I knew everything. Since then, I have come to understand, as the great late great horseman and champion hunter-jumper rider Jimmy Williams liked to say, “It’s what you learn after you know it all that’s important.”
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the ageless sport




How we age is a personal and genetic affair, in both people and horses, but both dressage horses and dressage riders appear to have an advantage in the later end of the game.





A racehorse is usually retired at age three or four, and the horse that is over five and still running is the exception. Jumpers in their late teens have been very successful, but they are not the norm, and the hunters and equitation horses over ten years old are considered “aged.” A dressage horse, however, only just comes into his own as a fully trained horse in his early teens, and many of our international stars bloom around the age of fifteen. That is when they really know their job, have all the confidence they need to perform in the show ring, and have a body strong enough to deliver the goods.


Unfortunately, the peaking years are short, and, usually around seventeen or eighteen, Father Time moves in and ends the glory. However, many of the past show stars continue as masters of the game for an incredible number of years in the service of young and not-so-young students of dressage who are lucky enough to learn from these maestros. My horses have taught me never to attempt to retire a sound show campaigner, because the times I tried were total fiascos. You will never meet a horse more insulted, aggravated, and destructive than a true dressage prima donna put on the back burner. Gone is the daily detailed attention, the people admiring the various movements, the fussing before and after the show, and the spotlight. Instead there are pastures and flies, and ponies to keep you company who know zip about piaffe. I found that the retiree often tries to self-destruct in his desire to stay in the mainstream. So, back to work as a master of the game!


Even horses who in their youth were wild and woolly, and certainly had zero patience with incompetent riders, will sign up for teaching as long as it earns them attention. I spent a delightful time during one Florida season with Zander, a twenty-two-year-old Grand Prix horse belonging to a long-time student, Lisa Lipari. When she wanted to bring him to Florida, I was a bit hesitant, but I underestimated his zeal and spirit. This old gent was such a dream to work with and sit on. He truly aged like a good wine, although I have been told he was no peach as a youngster…


Age Is Just a Number


Horses, just like people, mature at their own individual speed, and therefore it is unfair to expect a certain level of performance from a horse at a certain age. I have lived with all kinds, from the child prodigy, to the one who appeared learning disabled until he suddenly caught on and caught up. At the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics, I rode a horse that was competing at age six,* and that was a strange experience, since there just had to be some holes in that creation. This horse had managed to learn all the tricks without much opportunity to develop self-carriage. Being large and powerful, he was quite the opposite of a “lady’s mount,” and it was all I could do to stop him from pulling my arms out of their sockets. But imagine the generous brain of the horse that let it all happen and played along!


On the other end of the stick is the very slow maturing horse. I must admit the Swedish Warmbloods, as much as I favor them in some ways, do tend to take their time. Once when Finnish dressage rider and Olympian Kyra Kyrklund was still working at Flyinge Stallion Station in southern Sweden, I watched her school a horse that just could not focus on the task but kept concentrating on everything except what was being requested of him. Finally, Kyra stopped to chat, and I asked her, “So, how old is the horse you are on?” Kyra replied, in her wonderful deadpan way, “It is a very young Swedish horse. He is nine.” In defense of Swedish horses, I hasten to add that if you wait them out, you tend to get paid back on the other end; they usually live long lives and stay sound, perhaps because they “protect” themselves as youngsters.


Most aging dressage riders are as tenacious as their horses. Because our game lends itself to a longer period of being effective, even in the show ring, we forge on. I judged the Swedish Championships in Falsterbo in 2002, and one of the riders was Ulla Hakansson, many times Olympic rider and a star in Swedish dressage for as long as I can remember. One of her horses, Ajax, competed in his last Olympics at age nineteen. At the Championships, the riders who were “new and hot” for some reason could not get it together, and in the Grand Prix even the champion of the country had a bad hair day. Ulla, who was not as well mounted as some of the younger riders, proceeded to give them all a riding lesson. Every corner was utilized to the inch; each transition was clear, smooth, and placed exactly where prescribed; and her polished riding repeatedly overcame the shortcomings of her horse. The audience went crazy after her test, and exiting the ring, Ulla wore a smile that clearly said, “And you thought I was not still in the game?” At age seventy-four, Ulla was still competing and running the horse in the vet check herself.



Go with Your Boots On


Riders who may decide not to show any more, but who continue to ride and perhaps even train horses, appear to me to remain healthier, stronger, and happier than most other aging people. Barring accidents, which are always a possibility around horses, the body thrives on a daily exercise that it is accustomed to, the mind is always refreshed by communicating with the animals we love, and our passion stays alive.


There used to be training sessions at Gladstone for long-listed dressage riders, and Bert de Némethy—our longtime US event coach—kept a couple of horses in the barn. Every day he would work them on the flat, quietly, patiently, and softly, with no fanfare whatsoever. Those horses were so supple when he finished you could spread them on toast, and all he did was transitions, bending exercises, and rein-backs. Although Bert seemed to be absorbed in his own world while on horseback, he would watch the dressage training out of the corner of his eye, and he would sometimes comment on our weak and strong points, and always hit it bull’s-eye!


One of my very first instructors in Sweden was a cavalry officer whose two grand passions in life were horses and women. He rode out into the forest every day, often in the company of one female or another who was boarding her horse at the riding school. Many years after I left Sweden, I heard that Major Nilsson had died, which was not surprising since he was ninety-something. The story of how he met his maker warmed my heart: He and some lady were out riding in a winter wonderland when the woman’s horse slipped and the rider fell off, breaking her ankle. Major Nilsson whirled his horse around and valiantly galloped off through the snow for help. He was struck by a heart attack and literally died with his boots on, while on a mission to rescue a damsel in distress. What a way to go!


2003


_______________


* In order to compete in the Olympics, a horse now has to be a minimum of eight years old.
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