
����
�������	�
������		
���������
��������	�
������		
���������
��������	�
������		
���������
��������	�
������		
���������
�� ���

Relax and Take a Breath  
Monday, January 12, 2009; Edited by Nicole Musmanno, Published by Go West Equestrian and EDCTSA 

Horsemanship is defined by Charles de Knuffy as “a complex science and when done well, a great 
art” and “very much a matter of scholarship and intellect.” To be a horseman of even  
average skill means many hours are spent developing a relationship with the horse. The duties of 
horsemanship are not only to bring joy but also hard work, requiring physical and mental acuity 
and discipline when performed with due diligence for the equine partner. 
 
Considering that horses more often than not equate to hard work, horsemen expect success from 
their many hours of riding and training. To reap the benefits of the time, energy, money and  
passion spent, as an individual and as an industry, the truth is that more would be achieved if only 
the horse comprehended what was being asked of him and if he could ascertain how to meet 
these requests while feeling safe and secure. 
 
Horseman can achieve their desired results gaining success for themselves and their horse, if they 
would incorporate techniques that are mentally (from the horse’s perspective) and physically 
(biomechanically) sound for the horse. By watching the breathing, blinking patterns, and mouth 
movement of a horse, one can learn much about the horse’s internal state of being. Did the     
technique applied work for the horse? What would be the response of the horse if it did? 
 
If the horse was both mentally and physically comfortable within itself, meaning the training        
exercise just completed was a success, the horse will appear relaxed if given the opportunity. The 
jaw will move as the horse licks and chews (providing this movement is not restricted by tack), the 
breathing will be deeper, and the blinking pattern more frequent. If enough time is allowed          
between exercises for the horse to stand still, and the horse is truly comfortable because he has 
been helped by the exercise, he will often release a long breath, exhaling in a way that is not    
possible when tense and stressed. This state of being released long enough to relax, rewards the 
horse on an internal level and also provides time for more complete comprehension of the training 
itself. If a horse can be brought to a place of understanding through his training, it allows him to 
trust the handler or rider more, leading the way to more sophisticated exercises in the future.  
 
 



 

On the Bitless Bridle and "Change of Gear”                                       
Thursday, October 30, 2008; By Edited by Nicole Musmanno, Published by Dressage Today, Go West Equestrian 

and EDCTSA

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

I was thrilled to see the article in the Dressage Today October 2008 issue titled, “Change of 
Gear,” and fully support Dr. Cook’s article regarding the use of the bitless bridle. As the          
proponents of refinement, self carriage, and champions of proper and humane training          
principles, dressage riders should lead the world in use of the bitless bridle. It is time for the 
regulatory / group member organizations to realize that horses can be ridden and controlled if 
needed without the use of a bit. The bitless bridle offers the advantages of a bit without the     
potential for accidental infliction of pain by the rider’s hands. 
 
My clients and I use bitless bridles on our horses with success. My first experience riding in a 
bitless bridle was on a horse that I was trying as a potential buyer. Someone else bridled it while 
I was dressing, after which I walked up from behind the horse and was given a leg up. I am    
embarrassed to admit that I actually rode without realizing the horse was wearing a bitless      
bridle. While helping the owner untack, I noticed the bridle and was intrigued enough to         
purchase one for my own horse. We have been using them at Victory Land Dressage Inc ever 
since. My riders and I use these bridles in dressage tests, jumping, and navigation of obstacles 
in Sport Horse Versatility Dressage clinics and classes, all of which take a great degree of     
precision and control. 
 
I encourage you not only to try Dr. Cook’s bitless bridle but also to support regulations allowing 
horses to be shown in these bridles. Charles de Knuffy stated that “Horsemanship is a science 
and very much a matter of scholarship and intellect.” Please take the opportunity to educate 
yourself on the science of this bridle and improve the lives of the horses you ride and respect by 
reading Dr. Cook’s book, Metal in the Mouth. Further, take the reins of the bitless bridle into your 
own hands and aid the industry in improving the quality of life for performance horses by         
allowing them to be shown in a cross under bitless bridle.  

 



 

Thinking it Through, Communicating with Results 
Friday, September 26, 2008; By Edited by Nicole Musmanno, Published by Go West Equestrian, EDCTSA  

 

As an instructor and fellow rider continuing to learn everyday in partnership with my horse, I find 
asking the following questions helpful in placing our partnership on a path towards true               
understanding through effective communication. Do I think that my horse wants to do what I ask? 
Does my horse try to please me and respond the best she can to my aids? Do I ever finish a    
training session, or an everyday activity, finding either myself or my horse frustrated or confused, 
or both? 
 
Giving unclear aids to a horse is similar to talking on a cell phone with a bad connection. Both    
parties are honestly trying to communicate, to hear and be heard, but neither understand the    
conversation in its entirety and both are at a loss for important details. 
 
A verse from Proverbs, 23:7, states, “For as he thinks in his heart, so is he.” This statement took 
on new meaning to me as I related my devotional reading to my other greatest passion in life,    
riding. I honestly believe that my horse is doing exactly what she thinks I am asking. Why then is 
it not always a perfect performance that I receive? She is doing exactly what she understands me 
to ask, in that moment she is what she is thinking, as explained in Proverbs. But then am I              
accidentally communicating directions to her without realizing it and worse yet without realizing 
what the directions mean to her, thus creating a miscommunication or static on the line? 
 
Working with Linda Hoover in private lessons and Sport Horse Versatility obstacle courses has 
added a new dimension to my relationship with my horse and improved both of our                  
performances. Linda has enlightened my thinking. I now ask and reward my horse on the horse's 
level, such that it fits her strengths and weaknesses, and provides a greater opportunity for a 
successful response. The exercises that I am now doing with my horse are so carefully planned 
and directed by her needs that they are hitting the training target exactly. This is producing great 
results due to my horse's ability to understand both mentally and physically. My horse is actually 
thinking through the movements required of her body before moving and then responding rather 
than reacting instinctually and/or emotionally. If thoughts do not precede actions, the actions are 
often not precise nor performed as intended. 
 
The following techniques have proven helpful in my training and may assist other's in their riding 
endeavors. Before riding today, begin by asking your horse to think in the direction you choose 
and then watch your horse’s response. Were your aids effective? How could you make them  
easily understood by your horse? Exactly what is your body telling the horse and was it what you 
intended? How did your horse feel about himself when he finished the exercise? Was he glad to 
be there with you enjoying, understanding, and succeeding or just how was he looking and     
feeling? 
 
“Horse trainers train horses. Horsemen work on themselves,” a quote by Tom Dorrance, often 
used by Linda Hoover. If you are committed to improving your ability to communicate with your 
horse and helping your horse understand your aids clearly, begin exposing your horse to            
exercises, obstacles, situations and thought patterns in a way that he will comprehend and       
continue to grow. I encourage you to explore training in methods that will develop a stronger and 
more meaningful relationship between you and your horse, built on trust and good horsemanship. 
I am blessed to be living and riding the difference this approach can make, each and every day. 
 
 



 

Achieving Maximum Results from your Lesson/Clinic                                                       
June 18, 2008; Edited by Nicole Musmanno, Published by Go West Equestrian, EDCTSA     

 
Many of us take the time and money to plan, participate in and pay for riding lessons and clinics. As a rider and an instructor I often 
am exposed to situations in which I or another rider could benefit much more from their lessons with only a little more planning and/
or effort. With busy lives and a tough economy it has become more important than ever that we maximize our time and money 
spent on lessons and clinics. For maximum results consider the list of items below before taking your next instructed ride. 
 

Preparation: Plan the lesson for a time that you will not be rushed before or afterwards. Rushing creates tension for you and it is 
transferred to your horse and often the instructor. Rushing and tension also increase the chance of accidents and decrease your 
ability to ride and listen well. 
 
Use the planned lesson as an extra motivator to prepare during the time (weeks or days) prior to the lesson. As you practice make 
note of any questions or difficulties that you are having and discuss these items with the instructor during the lesson. 
 
Arrange to have the lesson videoed. You will reap the benefits every time you review it. Watching the video is especially helpful a 
few rides after the lesson. It refreshes your memory and allows you to evaluate what you did well and techniques/exercises that 
you may have forgotten or could improve. 
 
The day of the lesson, dress appropriately. Wear items that you have ridden in before that are comfortable, practical, and          
appropriate for the place and instructor with whom you are riding. This goes for your horse as well, use saddle pads, boots etc. that 
you know he wears regularly. There is nothing like ruining a lesson with girth rub from a new girth or polos when your horse isn’t 
used to them. (Always wear an approved helmet, please!) 
 
Arrive EARLY. Arrive EARLY. Arrive EARLY. Give yourself time for the unexpected, i.e., your horse is difficult to catch for the first 
time in your life; someone has misplaced your whip, a flat tire, anything that could take extra time and delay your tacking, or cause        
tardiness. 
 
Unless you have been instructed to do otherwise or your horse is very unfit, it’s a good idea to be on and warmed up by your      
scheduled lesson start time. If riding with a new instructor you may want to ask beforehand if it is acceptable to be warmed up prior 
to the lesson. Some instructors like to watch the warm up on a first lesson while others prefer the warm up to occur prior to        
beginning the lesson. 
 
Lesson Time: During the lesson: Being on time, prepared, dressed comfy yet appropriately, and warmed up gives you maximal    
instructional time. The beginning of the lesson is the time to drag that list of questions out of your breeches and review it with the      
instructor as it provides both background and some points of reference for the instructor. 
 
LISTEN, LISTEN, LISTEN. Definitely review your background, concerns or problem areas with your riding and/or the horse. Always 
ask clarifying questions if you don’t completely understand concepts or instructions. Do provide feedback to the instructor’s      
questions and ask them to slow down or repeat as often as necessary. However, if you want the most for your time and money do 
not waste your lesson talking or complaining (not even about the weather), be careful not to ramble when responding. Listen and 
listen carefully, then respond appropriately for maximum effect. 
 
At the end of the lesson, review and summarize the important points with the instructor, making sure you understand them fully. 
Ask for a plan of action: what exercises should you be performing when riding at home or without instruction? Ask for resources or 
reading that might further your understanding of the concepts upon which you are working or your discipline in general. 
 
After caring for your horse appropriately, one of the most valuable things you can do to maximize your lesson is sit down with pen 
and paper. Yes, sit down and note the date and time and the instructor’s name. Then relive your lesson on paper. Include concepts 
and directions that you received. Record all of the exercises performed and the order in which they were completed. Write down 
exactly how each movement felt to you when done correctly. Include mistakes and corrections. In your own words, how did your 
horse feel underneath you in that moment? Write anything that will jar your memory later. If you wait any longer than the            
completion of grooming you will lose information and the longer you wait the greater the loss. 
 
Finally, read over your lesson information again as many times as you deem necessary and then immediately before your next few 
rides. You will find the words drifting through your head and body as you ride and the value of your lesson for both yourself and 
your horse will be greatly extended. 

 

Benefits All: Giving these items serious consideration and properly putting the plan into action can help everyone succeed. The 
rider and horse will benefit from the effectiveness of continuing with the instructor’s plan even in their absence. Additionally,       
instructors may find that their students are progressing more quickly and easily. Use these tips every time, making the most of dol-
lars and time well spent, and enjoy a safe and effective riding lesson or clinic!  

 



 

Round versus Hollow 
 
The following was chosen as “A Top Ten Teaching Tip,” when presented by Melissa Spell Deal, at 
the American Riding Instructor (ARIA) National Convention 2007, Published by Riding Instructor 
Magazine, Pony Club Magazine. 
 
Purpose - to help students understand the concept of “a horse lifting its back or being “round     
versus hollow.” After a verbal explanation and showing examples of the horse exhibiting round   
versus hollow frames, I get onto all fours to demonstrated this myself. The students quite clearly 
can see my back drop and hollow and my head come up, exactly as a horse’s would. The students 
are then able to demonstrate this to each other. My students enjoy seeing me like this and I       
occasionally throw in a whinny! 
 

What I Have Learned from my Horse... 
August 11, 2008; published by EDCTSA 

 
Time, faith, patience and perseverance will be rewarded if one approaches them with an open 
mind and an honest heart. Time wasted is not time well spent. Faith in something or someone   
undeserving is not faith well placed. Patience waiting on a planted seed to grow when it has not 
been cared for will bear no yield and perseverance only has a true pay off if the goal is a worthy 
one, otherwise it is effort spent in vain in God’s eyes. 
 
My latest horse has taught me these core values in life, yet again, as I am sure that I have learned 
these lessons before but sometimes need to be reminded. Like horses, humans often forget those 
things that they do not experience or are not reminded of often or we just become jaded by the 
life’s experiences in general. After purchasing this horse with preexisting problems (unknown to 
me), a decision had to made. Did we risk the cost and lost time of rehabilitation from a previous 
injury 6 years earlier or did we cut our losses and move on? After much prayer and with the     
endless support of my husband (who by the way had thought buying the horse was a bad idea) I 
decided to pursue helping the horse despite the obvious challenges. Did I have moments when I 
felt like we were wasting time and money, running out of patience, wanting to quit, and               
experiencing waning faith? Absolutely, I did and further I must admit that if it wasn’t for the         
encouragement and help of Dr. Tom Bello of Sandhills Equine, I’m not sure we would have chosen 
the path of rehabilitation. To him I owe many thanks. 
 
Seven months later though, we now have a healthy happy horse that brings joy to the lives of   
people every day. She will never perform at the Olympics or a Rolex, or sell for a great sum of 
money, and there are many other lofty goals that she will never achieve. But every day I am       
reminded that despite her pain and fear and doubt in what we were doing, she kept trying. She 
kept eating her meds, doing her physical therapy, working through painful training and situations 
which were fearful. Now, she offers herself willingly to be ridden, to teach me new skills, and to  
allow me to explore my passion for the methods taught by Linda Hoover. She packs kids around 
like it was her destiny and bravely navigates Sport Horse Versatility obstacles! 
 
In essence, this horse allows me to help others more than I would have been able to without her. 
We would have missed out on great joy, fun and learning, if I had chosen the path of least          
resistance or if I had made a decision with an impure motive or one based solely on economy. I 
am both blessed and encouraged in my daily life and decision making because of this horse and 
the people who helped me make the right decision. My faith in God has been strengthened and 
the value of choosing the higher road has been reminded. For this I am endlessly thankful to her 
and our creator and grateful to you dear reader for the opportunity to share our experience.  



 

Linda Hoover Clinics: Where All Disciplines Discove r the True Art of       
Horsemanship 

                 Thursday September 11, 2008; Edited by Nicole Musmanno, Published by NCDCTA, Go West Equestrian  
 
After hosting two Linda Hoover clinics and attending another one, I am compelled to share the experience with riders 
who have an interest in improving both their relationship with their horse and the daily experiences through which their 
horse lives. 
 
With a focus on helping horses become more willing and prepared partners, Linda’s approach teaches them to 
choose better options when they encounter stressors. Her training philosophy will interest riders desiring to enhance 
their horse’s performance and have a more intimate relationship with their horse. Linda meets your horse exactly 
where it is in life on clinic day. Her keen assessment of your horse’s needs prompts an explanation, demonstration, 
and teaching of skills/tools. Riders begin to build a solid foundation of calmness and trust within their horse through 
improved    communication. 
 
The clinics include Sport Horse Versatility Courses tackled by a group of riders. The riders are taught handling and 
ground work skills. Then, they progress to working a variety of obstacles while leading their horses followed by     
working the obstacles on horseback. Obstacle work provides a tangible goal that often demonstrates to the rider that 
their horse’s interpretation/response of the rider’s aids or requests is often not what the rider intended. Linda’s       
guidance through the obstacles teaches the rider how to communicate with the horse in a way that is understandable 
and comfortable for the horse. 
 
It is common knowledge that one must be able to think through an action to be able to execute it with a high degree of 
accuracy. The rider must ask, “Is my horse understanding my request or just feeling my indiscernible movement and 
not really grasping exactly what I am asking him to do? If not, how can I make my request clear for my horse?” 
 
Most horses are very willing to do what the rider asks. The global challenge for riders is to ask in a way that the horse 
fully understands. Only then is the horse empowered to think about and provide the rider with the intended response 
for a stellar performance. 
 
The clinics also include private lessons. These lessons focus on specific needs of horse and rider which may range 
from the inability to lead horses through scary situations to upper level refinement including self carriage and    
throughness. The curiosity sparked in the horses and the decrease in their fear/confusion level is palpable even to the 
audience as the horses and their partners work through individual exercises. 
 
As a certified instructor and someone who has worked for Olympic level riders, I can attest that the fundamental skills 
Linda is providing to the equine industry through Sport Horse Versatility training are essential for the solid foundation 
needed by each and every horse. Horse and rider pairs of all skill levels and disciplines will benefit from the resulting 
improved communication. 
 
I encourage riders to ask the following questions. Is my horse willing and receptive or could he benefit from additional 
tools to help him be more relaxed, responsive, and confident? Do I need assistance to support my role in teaching 
him these and other skills? Do I really value my relationship and partnership with my horse, and how he feels about      
himself when he is with me? 
 
If so, experiencing the philosophy and methods taught by Linda Hoover will create a greater realm of knowledge     
regarding the ways in which a rider’s horse thinks and responds. With this understanding, a rider may then influence 
the choices their horse makes in a way that the horse understands in every aspect of their life. After all, Linda often 
notes, “How a horse does anything, is how he does everything.” Hoover offers opportunities and guidance for riders to 
help their horse desire to perform in ways the horse understands. 

 



 

Trailer Loading Safety 
March 03,2008; Published by EDCTSA 

 
Do you: lead your horse onto the trailer? cajole it on with grain or treats? hold your breath and 
hope it gets on in time for you to make your class at the horse show?  
 
If so this article is for you. Trailer loading can be a dangerous endeavor. Risks include injury to 
both horse and human. Horses often slip or stumble and/or fall bumping or cutting themselves, 
they sometimes back out too fast causing a myriad of problems, or accidentally step on or smash 
their human in the loading process.  
 
These incidents can be minimized if the horse is taught to load itself, while the handler remains  
outside the trailer. This method not only is safer, it allows one person to load and haul the horse 
without having a second pair of hands. 
 
Although exceptions are always possible, I have not seen a horse that could not be taught to load 
with this method since my first exposure to it around 1991 by Pat Evans. Briefly, using a method 
published by John Lyons, the horse is taught proper ground manners and leading with the use of 
the dressage whip and lead line. (I have heard so many people say this won’t work for their horse 
as it is afraid of whips. Again, I am yet to see a horse that won’t get used to the whip using this 
method.) After the horse has learned to lead and respond to his handler on the ground properly 
(meaning he moves forward with your queue every time without resistance), he is then asked to 
load on the trailer with the handler standing on the outside of the trailer, whip in the right hand and 
lead line in the left. The handler uses the dressage whip to tap the haunches encouraging the 
horse to move some part of his body forward. When he responds even if only by leaning forward, 
stop tapping. Slowly and steadily the horse learns that moving forward into the trailer provides rest 
from the tapping. Each move forward is rewarded with praise and rest. Eventually the horse learns 
that the trailer is an OK place to be. Be prepared for some resistance and deal with it immediately 
by insisting that the horse go forward when asked. 
 
The success of this method will make your horse easier to handle on the ground in all situations. It 
will prevent him from accidentally jumping on top of you or falling on top of you as he loads. It will 
prevent him from trying to escape through the escape door intended for humans. It will prevent the 
handler from being smashed between the horse and any part of the trailer as the human attempts 
to get out of the horses way. This method does take time, practice, consistency in training, and        
patience. If you are interested in learning this method, good resources are John Lyons video, 
“Leading and Loading” available at http://horsemanship101.com or looked for used ones on eBay 
or other websites. Also, John Lyons Horse Trainer e Book: Trailer Training , is a great           
resource.   
 
 



 

Sport Horse Versatility Gears up for the 2009 Show Season 
21 November 2009, Published by The Pilot - Southern Pines NC 

 
The staff of Good Deeds Farm and Ed and Karen Grissom graciously hosted a most successful 
Sport Horse Versatility Clinic November 15 -16 led by Linda Hoover. The clinic was enhanced by 
Mother Nature’s choice of weather which provided real life opportunities for rider’s to support their 
horses while braving the elements of fierce wind and drenching rain. Twenty - three horse rider 
combinations honed their skills working obstacles and exploring exercises to help the horses     
adjust comfortably to their circumstances and environment. Braving inclement weather provided 
an opportunity to for riders to experience their horses’ behavior away from home in difficult              
circumstances and to use the situation to build trust and confidence in their relationships with their 
mounts. 
 
In preparation for the 2009 Pinehurst Schooling Show series, the clinics were followed each day 
by mini competitions in which savvy competitors vied for points through obstacles including a 
bridge, maze, unwieldy footing, and more. The clinics and mini competitions were a fun and 
friendly atmosphere filled with unique opportunities to enhance the horses training; leading to 
clearer comprehension of the aids and increased precision which will improve any competitor’s               
performance in their arena of choice. First place in Saturday’s competition was Lindsay Agaliotis 
with Jami Miller as a close runner up. Sunday’s first place win went to Becky Armfield, followed by 
Linda Mansfield in second. All of the rider’s participating in the clinic gained a leg up for next year’s 
show season, obtaining knowledge and tools to help their horses succeed in every day life in and 
out of the horse show arena. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Linda Hoover, Founder of         
    SHV™ and US - RHA™ 
 
 



  

Blustery winds and spooky obstacles… do training op portunities get 
any better than this?  

Thursday, September 11, 2008, Published by The Salt Block Gazette,  
 
Another successful Sport Horse Versatility (SHV) Clinic was presented by Linda Hoover, January 
10-11, 2009 despite blowing wind and rainy weather! Blossom Ferry Farm and Victory Land   
Dressage were honored to host this SHV clinic in the Wilmington, NC area. Participants were   
provided with an opportunity to learn how to offer their horse the support needed on a spooky    
obstacle course enhanced by Mother Nature.  
 
It was Linda’s intent to teach horses how respond positively to life’s challenges. The clinic included 
riders and auditors from various towns in NC including Kinston and Charlotte. Horse and rider 
combinations honed their skills working obstacles and exploring exercises to help the horses     
adjust comfortably to their circumstances despite the apprehension and doubt of many onlookers. 
Riders participated in a forum in which they learned  supportive skills, helping build their horses’ 
confidence, trust, and ability to experience calmness when faced with circumstances out of their 
comfort zone.  
 
After several riders watched the first session, they whispered doubts on the sidelines that their 
horses would be able to get near the course, never mind navigate it. A smiling Linda Hoover      
assured them that bad weather and spooky obstacles made an opportune environment to work on 
their horse’s individual fears and lack of responsiveness or  understanding of the aids. In every 
ride, often to their surprise, riders were able to reach a new dimension in their  partnership with 
their horse. They participated in private lessons and navigated a SHV obstacle course as a group, 
gaining refinement and lightness in their performances, despite real life weather challenges 
(blowing objects and mushy footing). These experiences were made positive by Linda’s leadership 
helping to prepare the partners for life in and out of the show ring.  
 
In preparation for challenges of the New Year which include the 2009 Pinehurst Schooling Show  
Sport Horse Versatility class series, Saturday’s clinic was followed by a Mini Competition in which 
savvy competitors vied for points through obstacles including a bridge, maze, unwieldy footing, 
and more. The lessons and Mini Competition were a fun and friendly atmosphere filled with unique 
opportunities to enhance the horses training. The smiles and laughter produced by the Mini    
Competition did not change the fact that participating in the class led to clearer application of the 
rider’s aids, improved comprehension of the aids by the horse, and increased precision by both. 
The rider’s were    ecstatic about their horse’s performances and recognized that the knowledge 
they gained improved many facets of their partnerships with their horses.  
 
Top placings in the Mini Competition included: Kriestin Kleinschmidt from Vass, NC, in first place, 
followed by Blossom Ferry’s own Paige Simpson and Julie Taylor in second and third places,    
respectively.  All of the rider’s participating in the clinic gained valuable experience that will help 
their horses succeed in life’s circumstances, even on a perfect weather day!  
 
Sport Horse Versatility embraces the practices of stewardship, horsemanship and versatility. As a 
professional, SHV fits as perfectly into my programs and the lives of horses and riders of every 
discipline. I am excited to be involved in bringing Sport Horse Versatility to the Wilmington NC area 
and am actively using its concepts to “create winning strategies for horses and riders.” To learn 
more about this exciting new concept and clinic dates you may contact Melissa Spell Deal at     
Victory Land Dressage (910-283-7461) or you may visit www.SportHorseVersatility.com for more 
information on SHV and the United States Refined Horsemanship Association.   
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Breeder’s Embracing Sport Horse Versatility 
April 2009, Published by NCDCTA 

 
If you were at the Pinehurst Dressage Shows in February, you might have noticed a handful of horses standing quietly, 
waiting to perform, by the Sport Horse Versatility (SHV) in-gate. At a glance, one would have thought these horses were 
seasoned campaigners as they competed. The truth is that they were three year olds bred and raised by Danielle Farr-
Veasy, owner of Southern Oaks Farm in Aberdeen, NC.   
 
Danielle started her breeding program as a result of her own buying experiences. At one time, she purchased two and 
three year olds as projects to bring along and resale. She discovered that many had not been handled or that their    
handling left much to be desired. Danielle realized that missing the most formative years of the horse’s life meant    
missing the opportunity to instill confidence, manners and other attributes crucial to a horse’s success.  
 
Danielle understands the importance of developing the minds of her young horses. This coupled with carefully sought 
genetics produces talented offspring who are safe, enjoyable and capable of being successful in more than one         
discipline. Breeding and  training that lends itself to preparation for 
life’s events makes    Southern Oaks horses superior         
candidates for dressage, show hunters, jumping, eventing, and fox 
hunting.  
 
Danielle is passionate about working with the youngsters. She 
and trainer, Wendell Cruz, are diligent in educating the horses using 
clear and consistent            communication from the first day of life. 
They understand that     today’s world requires horses to be       
accepting of a myriad of circumstances from crowded warm-up 
arenas and spooky objects to the unexpected on the trail. 
 
Diversity and leadership are       mainstays of their training program. In   
addition to work in hand which reduces fear levels and            
establishes clear      boundaries, much time is spent outside 
of the arena. Exposure to horse show environments including 
Keurings, breed shows, such as Devon, and schooling shows are 
on the agenda. These        activities ensure that the youngsters are 
well prepared when they begin to compete under saddle.  
 
Danielle and Wendell found an appropriate competitive venue for the 
horses in SHV that        supports their goal of producing well  
adjusted horses. The     format of the classes blends well with 
their approach. Working obstacles has many benefits for horses 
of all ages. The obstacles bring in a visual aspect for the horses 
helping them to focus on a tangible task. The horses learn to be 
mentally agile, develop refinement in their response to the aids and grow in their confidence. 
 
After a recent show, the judge Linda Hoover, who is also the founder of SHV, said the following of Southern Oaks 
horses, ‘Danielle understands the stewardship that breeders and trainers should have for their horses. She is setting her 
horses up for success in life by providing them with the necessary mental and physical skills. SHV was created as an      
educational and competitive path to support this. Without a competitive avenue, people often will not take the time to 
instill important fundamentals. Danielle’s program is representative of what we need to see more of in the industry.’ 
   
Danielle believes that superior genetics and a solid foundation in training are important for stellar performances and she 
finds that they are vital to finding a great home for her young horses. Like most breeders, she doesn’t take placing one 
of her horses in a new home lightly, knowing that well mannered kind horses are far more likely to find themselves well 
cared for in a loving home.   
 
So, next time you’re at a horse show and see confident, well-mannered young horses. You’ll likely to see Danielle and 
Wendell nearby…  
 
 
 
 
 



 
Dressage:  The road to …? 

By Linda Hoover, April 2009, Published by NCDCTA 
�
Has dressage just become an arena event instead of the key to a strong and lasting working partnership 
with our horses? 
 
Recently I attended a classical dressage clinic in NY taught by an international dressage master.  As I sat 
there for four days, I found myself thinking ‘What good is dressage if it doesn’t produce a solid, SAFE     
partnership between horse and rider?’   
 
I arrived at this place in my thoughts by watching elegant competition horses dragging their riders around 
while being lead.  I watched these same horses being chased with plastic mounting blocks so the riders 
could get on.  The horses failed to stand quietly while riders mounted, picked up their stirrups and reins.  All 
but one horse teetered on the edge of volatility throughout the clinic.  One horse had severe separation   
anxiety.  I watched one horse clacking her teeth non-stop as she was worked.  Yet here they were working 
on piaffe and passage. 
 
As auditors, we abided by the unsaid rule ‘Don’t move quick, don’t crinkle any paper or plastic, don’t stand 
up and put your coat on or off, don’t move your chair, don’t, don’t don’t.’  I realized that dressage has more 
rules than a public library for being quiet. 
 
So what happened to the dressage that prepared horses for battle (you know…guns, cannons, swords, a 
plethora of horses and general high energy chaos)?  Now you see people attempting to control every aspect 
of the environment in order to not disturb the horse.  While it may seem possible to keep the environment 
from becoming unsettled, the reality is just the opposite.  I have had too many clients who thought the same 
thing only to have unfortunate experiences.  
 
Years ago, when I was starting race horses near Ft. Bragg, the military fighter pilots used the farm as a  
turning point because of its large red roof.  They were definitely far below the 300’ foot ceiling they are    
suppose to respect.  I would gather to say that the pilots probably didn’t have the two-year-olds on their 
mental radar.  Good thing I made it a fundamental to have the youngsters prepared for the unexpected. 
 
A horse has to be taught how to accept unsettling environments and challenging situations.  Allowing the 
horse to remain ignorant doesn’t help him or keep the rider safe.  Horses rarely just age into being well    
adjusted and calm.  I hear numerous stories about how the older horse ‘just out of the blue’ did such and 
such.  It’s not out of the blue.  The rider has been ignoring the horse’s deficits for quite a while.  It’s only the 
generous nature of the horse that keeps people safe most of the time. 
 
So many horses don’t know how to work at something, problem solve and come to good                          
conclusions.  Horses need to learn ‘how to learn.’  Instead all too often, the horse is stopped in a bad mental 
place with the person glad the crisis is over.  When this happens time after time, the horse learns to stay 
troubled.   
 
Maybe I am too much of an idealist.  Dressage should create a working relationship with the horse and be 
more than an arena event.  A rider should have a partnership with the horse that goes far deeper than     
performing upper level movements as tricks.  Horses should feel protected when they are with us.  They 
should feel good about themselves in our presence.  They should count on our leadership and look to us for        
direction.  We should help them develop confidence in their abilities both mental and physical.  Our         
partnerships should be expressions of harmony and refinement. ��
�
It’s time to examine our horsemanship. ‘Working dressage or arena dressage?’  I know which one the horse 
would pick. 



 
Dressage:  The road to …? 

By Linda Hoover, April 2009, Published by NCDCTA 
�
Has dressage just become an arena event instead of the key to a strong and lasting working partnership 
with our horses? 
 
Recently I attended a classical dressage clinic in NY taught by an international dressage master.  As I sat 
there for four days, I found myself thinking ‘What good is dressage if it doesn’t produce a solid, SAFE     
partnership between horse and rider?’   
 
I arrived at this place in my thoughts by watching elegant competition horses dragging their riders around 
while being lead.  I watched these same horses being chased with plastic mounting blocks so the riders 
could get on.  The horses failed to stand quietly while riders mounted, picked up their stirrups and reins.  All 
but one horse teetered on the edge of volatility throughout the clinic.  One horse had severe separation   
anxiety.  I watched one horse clacking her teeth non-stop as she was worked.  Yet here they were working 
on piaffe and passage. 
 
As auditors, we abided by the unsaid rule ‘Don’t move quick, don’t crinkle any paper or plastic, don’t stand 
up and put your coat on or off, don’t move your chair, don’t, don’t don’t.’  I realized that dressage has more 
rules than a public library for being quiet. 
 
So what happened to the dressage that prepared horses for battle (you know…guns, cannons, swords, a 
plethora of horses and general high energy chaos)?  Now you see people attempting to control every aspect 
of the environment in order to not disturb the horse.  While it may seem possible to keep the environment 
from becoming unsettled, the reality is just the opposite.  I have had too many clients who thought the same 
thing only to have unfortunate experiences.  
 
Years ago, when I was starting race horses near Ft. Bragg, the military fighter pilots used the farm as a  
turning point because of its large red roof.  They were definitely far below the 300’ foot ceiling they are    
suppose to respect.  I would gather to say that the pilots probably didn’t have the two-year-olds on their 
mental radar.  Good thing I made it a fundamental to have the youngsters prepared for the unexpected. 
 
A horse has to be taught how to accept unsettling environments and challenging situations.  Allowing the 
horse to remain ignorant doesn’t help him or keep the rider safe.  Horses rarely just age into being well    
adjusted and calm.  I hear numerous stories about how the older horse ‘just out of the blue’ did such and 
such.  It’s not out of the blue.  The rider has been ignoring the horse’s deficits for quite a while.  It’s only the 
generous nature of the horse that keeps people safe most of the time. 
 
So many horses don’t know how to work at something, problem solve and come to good                          
conclusions.  Horses need to learn ‘how to learn.’  Instead all too often, the horse is stopped in a bad mental 
place with the person glad the crisis is over.  When this happens time after time, the horse learns to stay 
troubled.   
 
Maybe I am too much of an idealist.  Dressage should create a working relationship with the horse and be 
more than an arena event.  A rider should have a partnership with the horse that goes far deeper than     
performing upper level movements as tricks.  Horses should feel protected when they are with us.  They 
should feel good about themselves in our presence.  They should count on our leadership and look to us for        
direction.  We should help them develop confidence in their abilities both mental and physical.  Our         
partnerships should be expressions of harmony and refinement. ��
�
It’s time to examine our horsemanship. ‘Working dressage or arena dressage?’  I know which one the horse 
would pick. 



 
A Victory Deal: Two For the Price of One 

By Melissa Deal, Nov 2009, Published by EDCTSA 
 
In this economic climate, who couldn’t use a bit more bang for their hard earned buck? Since you are  
reading this newsletter, it’s a safe assumption that you’re a dedicated dressage/combined training  
enthusiast. That being said, enhancing your riding skills and your horse’s performance is likely to be high on 
your priority list. We often pursue these goals by participating in lessons or clinics. Even those who teach 
generally take lessons from someone and can benefit from this time and money saving tip that will  
essentially help you glean the experience of 2 lessons for one price. 
 
So find yourself a steno pad and a quality writing utensil (Yes, the pen from the feed store or tack shop will 
do.) and start making the most of your riding lessons by …JOURNALING. It’s inexpensive and really adds 

value to your lesson. 
Start writing! 

How:   
 �Write down everything you can remember about your lesson. 
When: 
 � Immediately following your ride, in other words ASAP. (Stash your steno in 

the door of your car, tray of your tack trunk or both.) The sooner you write down 
 the information, the more you will retain. 

What:  
 �  The philosophy or background of the movement or exercise, if provided, 
 otherwise known as the “Why.” 
 �  The movement: (exercise or skill) make up a name if there isn’t one (to 

increase learning by association) and address one movement at a time in 
the order that they occurred, writing down all of the details before 
progressing to the next. 
�  Follow up: �Homework or Practice assignments, suggestions, etc. 

 
When it comes to writing down the details  of the movement/exercise or skill, try the following to get started. 
Details : 
 �  How it looked if demonstrated.  
 �  What you were instructed to do. 
 �  What you actually did. 
 �  How it worked for you. 
 �  How it worked for your horse. 
 �  The combined or end result. 
 �  What you learned or accomplished. 
 �  What you could do differently to improve the end result and how it should feel 

when executed correctly. 
 
With practice you will likely develop a format that works well for you. Riders use a variety of journaling  
techniques from very specific charts and checklists to loosely written paragraphs. It all depends on what 
each rider finds most helpful. The process of recalling and recording what you heard, saw and did will make 
an amazing difference in your comprehension of the lesson. Also, it’s an extra bonus if you discover that you 
have questions for your instructor while journaling! Stay tuned for another article on how journaling can  
provide greater savings and an even deeper understanding of your lesson. Journaling can actually transform 
your riding ability while you do a myriad of activities including everyone’s favorite…riding your horse! 



 
A Victory Deal: Continued 

By Melissa Deal, Dec 2009, Published by EDCTSA 
 
The phrase “Two for One” has a lot of connotations. For instance, sales may come to mind for 
shoppers, but for those whose first love is the horse, it means more. This phrase can come to 
mean two hearts, bodies, and minds in one stride. The age old question is how do we attain this 
stride or state of oneness? 
 
Last month we reviewed how to journal in the hope of attaining this highly sought state of riding. 
This month we will continue to explore how journaling benefits both horse and rider by describing 
how to live the well written detailed journal entries of the diligent rider/writer when on and off of the 
horse. 
 
Read That Journal 
 
When and where? As often as you can, specifically at night before you go to sleep, the first 5  
minutes of your early morn, anytime you wait in a traffic jam, line, doctor’s office, etc. Keep it in your 
purse or truck for easy access. Finally just before you ride, take the moment, make the most of it, 
and read that journal one more time.  
 
Visualization is a powerful tool used by many successful people the world over. Capitalize on this 
inexpensive yet valuable exercise. Find your mental zone and submerse yourself in the written 
words. Close your eyes and visualize the ideal seconds of your ride. Relive the words, strides, and 
even the breathes that occurred in the best the moments of your ride. Feel each movement as you 
review the journal. Imagine the power of the horse’s hind leg moving beneath you. Ride the stride 
in your mind. Infuse your ride with visions of energy and lightness. You can even move your body 
mimicking the proper position or sequence of the aids as they would be applied during your ride. 
This can be done virtually anywhere (while you sit at your desk, in your car, or heaven forbid even 
on a church pew). And yes, I confess, I have been caught doing this and all I can say is it was a 
very long service and I accidentally got side tracked. The point is you don’t have to sit on the horse 
to create muscle memory and mental pathways! 
 
 When you are actually on your horse, your previous riding, writing, and remembering can become 
successful reality. Mentally reach for the words you wrote and experience them anew in the present 
ride. Ask yourself, “Is this what I felt last time?” If it isn’t, ask “What can I change to improve this 
feeling, or what did I do before, or what did I write in my journal?” and then do that. Recreate the 
feeling you had previously or improve upon it by thinking before you move. The correct thoughts 
must be in place before the feel that you seek can be experienced.  
 
If you’re thinking “that all sounds lovely and a bit Zen but … just because I can imagine it doesn’t 
mean I can do it.” You are exactly right my friend and that is true for all of us. However, I can       
assure you that if we can’t imagine something, the difficulty of doing it will be even greater. The   
understanding of what you do and don’t comprehend will improve through journaling efforts as will 
the ride itself. The ride and the questions created by journaling will be proof of writing well done and 
knowledge sought. You have nothing to lose by journaling and your horse has everything to gain! 
You can write and ride toward oneness, deepening your understanding and thus your relationship 
with him or her. So put pen to paper and engage in the age old activity of the masters… riding,  
writing and living for the love of the horse! 



 
A Christmas Wish 

By Melissa Deal, Jan 2010, Published by EDCTSA 
 

As I walked toward the paddocks on Christmas Eve carrying hay, I noticed a star shining brighter than all of 
the others on that crisp clear evening.  Despite the cold, I stopped for a moment to gaze upon the star and 
considered making a wish.  A Christmas wish, I thought to myself.  What shall I wish? 
 
It was easy.  I wished to know what it was that the horses in my life wanted most, what they really desired 
from me.  I was thinking how they bring me so much joy.  I sought this information to help me become the 
partner they really wanted and needed.  When my fingers started complaining of the cold, I continued walk-
ing on toward the paddock where a young filly, who hadn’t even been halter broken yet, lived with my older 
gelding, her babysitter.  At first, I thought I was mistaken and then realized that I was walking up on the tail 
end of a conversation.  The filly was telling my wise old gelding all that she wanted for Christmas.  I couldn’t 
believe my ears and began to listen in.  Like most youngsters, she focused on her physical desires.  She 
told him of the carrots, treats and toys she’d like to have.  She went on to say that she’d love lots of tasty 
green grass, a bright pink halter that she’d seen on another filly and most of all, a young playmate who could 
run as fast as she.  When her list was exhausted, she then politely asked the old guy what he’d like for 
Christmas.  It was then that he began to share some profound wisdom with the young filly. 
 
I could swear the gelding began with a thoughtful gleam in his eye and a look my way.  He, like a wise old 
man, spoke about one of life’s most important qualities…the way one feels on the inside.  He told her that if 
he could have anything for Christmas it would be this:  “feelings of confidence and comfort for all horses.” 
 
He wished for people to understand the inside of the horse.  He continued, “If people would learn to be 
aware of what is going on in the horse’s mind and body, they could help horses to feel secure.  In this way, 
they could have closer and more meaningful relationships with their horses than they ever imagined.” 
 
He told the filly that horses are not naturally at ease in the world that man has created.  (She wouldn’t know 
this yet.  She only knew people to be feed providers, albeit interesting ones.)  “The world of stalls, wash 
racks, trailers, horse shows and the like are not natural to us,” he nickered.  He wanted people to know that 
horses will emotionally react to circumstances unless they have learned how to approach the world with con-
fidence and curiosity.  He wished for people to know that horses seek companionship and that solid relation-
ships between people and horses require mutual respect and trust.  These qualities cannot be gained 
through grain or treats, he told her, but only through good leadership on which the horse can depend.  He 
noted that people chose horses, horses do not choose people; however horses can really enjoy being with a 
person who helps them.  The old gelding went on to say,” I just wish that people could understand how 
much we want to please them, that we want to fit into their world and receive their approval if only they 
would help us do so.  We just want to be safe and free from fear or pain.  We don’t inherently know how 
people think or what they want from us.  I wish they would take the time to know who we really are and that 
we do speak to them.  Through our body language and facial expressions we are able to express ourselves 
if only they listen.”  He took a deep sigh and as he turned for the run in shed I heard the young filly ask, “Is 
this understanding that you wish for even possible?”  “Yes, my girl,” he whickered.  Like a typical youngster, 
she challenged, “How do you know?”  The wise old gelding replied, “Because my person gives me the gift of 
working to understand and support me.  Though she sometimes makes mistakes, she never stops trying to 
learn how to help me gain the confidence and comfort I desire.”  Trotting ahead of him on the frozen ground, 
the filly turned and asked a final question, “And how can I find a person to give me this gift?”  “Perhaps you 
should make a Christmas wish like I did long ago,” the gentle gelding responded with a fond look and a 
glance toward me.  As the last of his words reached my ears, they both disappeared into the run in shed.  I 
soon heard the sound of them contentedly munching on hay. 
 

As I walked back to the barn that Christmas Eve with misty eyes and a full heart, I knew that my wish had 
been granted too.  I would forever be indebted to the horses in my life for their generosity, their willingness 
and the many ways that they helped me grow as a person and a horseman.  For these things I was and al-


