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CREATING EXCELLENCE:CREATING EXCELLENCE:7 Pieces of  Pieces of  
the Puzzlethe Puzzle

An Effective Horse Trainer must think like a horse and clearly, consistently 
convey to him the desired results.

R ider success is 

a direct result 

of certain, very 

specific, positive 

qualities. One 

rider, for example, 

may have the physical ability and skill 

set necessary to be an extraordinary 

classical rider, giving clear, consistent 

aids in all situations. We might call 

that being a “skilled dressage rider.” 

Some riders (not necessarily the skilled 

dressage rider) have the ability to teach 

horses to understand what they want. 

We might call that being “an effective 

horse trainer,” and that quality can get 

you pretty far. 

Some riders have considerable 

knowledge of dressage theory and oth-

ers have considerable knowledge of 

horsemanship and they take exquisite 

care of their horses. You could be the 

best rider in the world and not man-

age your horse’s emotional and physi-

cal well-being, thereby preventing the 

horse from doing his job. People skills 

are also key. I can think of incredible 

riders who didn’t have the people skills 

required. You also need to be able to 

focus and have a positive, resilient, 

patient, concentrated personality. 

All of these qualities are not necessar-
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Sue Blinks had all the pieces of the puzzle together with Flim Flam on the bronze-
medal-winning team at the Sydney Olympic Games. Note the concentration. A
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ily in the same person! But when they 

are, when one person “has it all,” we’re 

likely to find her on the podium.

I hope this article helps riders assess 

themselves, focus on their weak points 

and work on improving.

1. The Effective Horse Trainer
Many of us can think of trainers who 

have produced Grand Prix horse after 

Grand Prix horse—or have great success 

at the lower levels—but they have no 

concept of what classical riding is. Even 

a beginner can be a good horse trainer 

but not be a good dressage rider if she is 

able to teach her horse, for example, that 

she wants a canter depart at F. Regardless 

of the less-than-ideal riding, the horse 

has confidence in what his job is and 

clearly understands what is expected 

and when. An effective horse trainer can 

teach the horse through all the levels to 

understand what she wants. 

Horse trainers “speak” horse. They 

have conversations with their horses 

through their aids and their responses. 

The rider communicates, the horse re-

sponds and the rider speaks again. It goes 

on and on. To be a good horse trainer, 

you need to be able to think like a horse 

and clearly, consistently convey to him 

the desired results. You need to be able 

to administer questions with logically 

evolving difficulty and simultaneously 

understand his physical and mental situ-

ation. This skill can get you quite far, but 

you’ll also want to be a skilled classical 

dressage rider.
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2. The Skilled 
Dressage Rider
To be a classical 

dressage rider, you 

need a physi-

cal skill set—an 

independent seat 

and position and 

elasticity, the abil-

ity to move with the horse’s motion and 

absorb it without compromising balance, 

feel and timing. That skill set enables 

the ability to give precise and consistent 

aids despite a horse’s resistance, his lack 

of forward desire or whatever situation 

might present itself. All riders struggle 

with the physicality of that. 

Horses, on the other hand, are con-

tinually trying to process and under-

stand everything you, the rider, do up 

there—whether you mean to do it or 

not. They’re playing Pictionary, which 

is so hard! Riders need to help the horse 

by being as clear and consistent as pos-

sible—black and white. Horses don’t 

understand rider inconsistencies. For ex-

ample, if you precisely and correctly ask 

your horse for a shoulder-in five times 

and then you lose your focus and let 

him get away on the sixth and seventh 

efforts, then you’ve made the request for 

shoulder-in a multiple-choice question. 

When you, the rider, are “conse-

quent” (see sidebar on p. 8), your aids 

are clear and consistent and you teach 

your horse precisely how to respond to 

those clear, consistent aids. You give 

your horse a trail to follow that’s always 

going in the same direction and is sup-

ported by your own body language and 

your own body parts. Very successful 

riders are able to think like a horse and 

are physically able to keep coming up 

with consistent, clear statements time 

after time, regardless of the situation. 

At the same time, the classical rider 

maintains and develops the quality of 

the horse and his gaits and her riding 

is based in classical dressage theory—

which brings us to the next quality of 

exceptional riding.

3. The Theoretical Rider
The successful rider has to have theoreti-

cal dressage knowledge. When you un-

derstand why you’re doing what you’re 

doing, your decisions come from a very 

clear place.

Olympians Christine Traurig, Günter 

Seidel and Steffen Peters grew up in the 

European culture of dressage theory, and 

many others have gone overseas to get 

the incredible benefit of being immersed 

in that theory. At this point in history, 

it’s possible to do that in this country, 

too. You’ll never come to those clear de-

cisions if you haven’t been immersed in 

that world and surrounded by a bubble 

of information that provides you with an 

understanding of the logical progression 

of horse training. I’m forever grateful for 

the time I spent at Walter Christensen’s 

in Germany. His theory was the old clas-

sical theory written in books. They said 

The Theoretical 
Rider: When she 
understands why 
she’s doing what 
she’s doing, her 
decisions come 
from a very  
clear place.

5  DRESSAGE TODAY EXTRA  |  VOLUME 17



training has been 

done this way for 

hundreds of years 

and the process is 

just a given.

When your 

training isn’t go-

ing in the right di-

rection, you need 

to be able to draw on that classical, 

theoretical knowledge base to find a dif-

ferent way to explain a concept to your 

horse. For example, why is the horse 

not able to do a flying change?  It might 

be the way you’re interacting with him 

or a lack of understanding on his part or 

maybe it’s his body mechanics. Perhaps 

you need to figure out how your horse 

can jump through in such a way that 

he doesn’t lose his back and his hind 

legs. In some cases, that has to be done 

in an uphill frame and in other times in 

a frame with a lower neck. Sometimes 

you just need to find another approach 

and go down a different road because 

every horse is different. That different 

road, for most of us, needs to be a classi-

cal road because we require that the end 

result always maintains and develops 

the gaits. 

Then there’s another kind of knowl-

edge: Horsemanship. For some riders, the 

fatal flaw is lack of horsemanship.

4. The Rider With Good
Horsemanship

Many riders never learn about horse-

manship because they didn’t spend a 

large part of their lives in an environ-

ment where they could learn the count-

less ways in which we need to watch out 

for our horses’ physical and emotional 

well-being. Being with the horse at 7 

p.m. when the vet can be there is one

tiny part of the endless work ethic that

is required.

I recently read an article written by 

“Classical” Training 
T he word “classical,” for me, means that the horse is ridden with-

out undue stress and in a way that not only does no bodily harm 

but allows the horse to get stronger and more athletic. The horse 

moves in such a way that he uses his body naturally and optimally. That 

means that the rider from an intellectual, emotional, mental and physi-

cal standpoint has the ability to figure out how to put the horse in that 

optimal position.

The Good 
Horseman is 
involved in all 
that’s needed to 
watch out for the 
horses’ physical 
and emotional 
well-being. 
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one of the show-

jumping Leones, 

who said that if 

your breeches are 

still clean at the 

end of the day, 

you’re not a horse-

man. That’s why 

the Leones ride 

in chaps. Horsemen braid and muck. If 

the horse is sick or injured, they hand-

walk and stay on top of the horse’s every 

need. At some level you have to really 

care about and love horses to sustain that 

work ethic. 

Most directly, the horse’s well-being is 

the responsibility of the rider and it’s para-

mount to the horse’s ability to perform 

well. But to some degree, the team around 

the rider supports that responsibility.

When I had the opportunity to train 

with Dr. Uwe Schulten-Baumer, Isabell 

Werth’s long-time trainer, I saw that 

Isabell traveled with her horse to the vet. 

The greats that I know operate that way. 

The Dutch superstar of the time, Anky 

van Grunsven was always involved, clip-

ping her own horse and working directly 

with the vet. 

I was always the decision-maker 

regarding treatments and soundness, but 

when I was in the thick of things—1998 

Rome World Equestrian Games (WEG), 

2000 Sydney Olympic Games and 2002 

Jerez WEG—I was fortunate to have a 

great team, including Dr. Midge Leitch 

and Dr. Carolyn Weinberg along with 

fabulous grooms, Christy Baxter and Ali-

son Brock, all of whom worked together. 

We all made decisions together as a team, 

and that luxury takes a great weight off 

the rider. 

5. The Emotional Aspect
Of the Puzzle
In the face of resistance, lack of 

forwardness or whatever situation 

your horse presents, you have to 

retain your emotional stability. Being 

consequent is related to our emotional 

way of being. Our emotions, from 

moment to moment, shouldn’t make 

us inconsistent, tense, short-tempered, 

overdemanding, unsympathetic or 

feeling defeated.   

Physical fear, fear of failure or fear 

of success needs to be dealt with by 

some riders.

Positive emotions need to rule your 

horse life. It’s important to be a person 

who learns from mistakes and turns fail-

ure into growth. All riders get knocked 

down. Even the best of the best end up 

in the fetal position at times. Do you 

learn from your mistakes and carry on as 

a wiser rider?

My philosophy is that you’re allowed 

to be in the fetal position for 24 hours 

and then you need to try the next ap-

proach, the new idea, and start the train-

ing from a different angle. People who 

succeed are always able to get something 

positive out of failure and they emerge 

from the fetal position feeling excited 

about the next step forward. 

6. Short- and Long-term
Concentration
Some people simply have too many 

aspects to their lives so they’re not able 

to commit and focus. You can’t bale hay, 

play the stock market, travel the world 

and also be able to manage and priori-

tize your horse life: reading up on the 

new rules, thinking about the feeding 

program, concentrating on long- and 

short-term goals, scheduling vet, farrier 

and alternative therapies, and, and, and.

Some riders have difficulty with 

short-term concentration when they’re 

riding. They exercise their horses without 

using their brains. They’re in their own 

world daydreaming, teaching or talking 

incessantly, and I often say that’s wasting 

the horse’s time. You can’t possibly be 

preoccupied with something or someone 

else and also be riding well, but riders do 

that all the time.

If you aim to be clear, consistent and 

consequent in the saddle, you have a lot 

to concentrate on. I remember after an 

important test one time, an observer said 

to me, “I can’t believe your horse didn’t 

react to that distraction.” And I said, “I 

didn’t even notice that.” I had no idea 

what was going on around me and my 

horse didn’t either. That’s your goal.

When you’re having a conversation 

Behind every 
great rider is a 
great support 
team: owners, 
vets, farriers, 
alternative ther-
apists, nutrition-
ists and so on.
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with your horse and you miss a moment 

because you lost your concentration and 

you aren’t able to stay in swing with your 

horse, that means your horse didn’t get 

the message. When you’re being impact-

ed by the outside environment or the 

physicality of your horse’s reactions, a 

lack of concentration compromises your 

ability to be consistent, deliberate and 

precise time after time, so it undermines 

the possibility of being consequent.

7. People Skills
Young people sometimes ask me, “How 

do I get my first sponsor?” If you’re out 

there passionately doing what you’re 

doing, your horse looks like a million 

bucks and is obviously healthy and well 

cared for and you’re riding well, you will 

be admired for that. That’s what makes 

someone buy a horse and put it in your 

care. That’s what makes a vendor want 

you to represent his product. But the 

relationship is not the result of a rider 

saying, “Gimme, gimme, gimme.”

It’s the same as making the Olympic 

team. You don’t have to set out to do it. 

Rather, it can be a windfall that is a result 

of many other qualities and events in 

your life. Sponsorship is a matter of hav-

ing character, integrity and the ability 

to offer your supporters whatever they 

need to sustain a symbiotic relationship. 

Sponsorship situations that work well 

and last over time are a result of the rider 

consciously or unconsciously prioritiz-

ing and making sure the sponsor gets 

whatever floats his boat. The vendor 

obviously wants accolades. Horse owners 

may want any number of things. They 

might want to ride the horse themselves 

sometimes or maybe they want to sit in 

the VIP tent, vicariously enjoying the 

ride or maybe they want to be involved 

in the training 

process. Others 

don’t even care 

if the horse goes 

to a show, but 

they might want 

to be included in 

every little deci-

sion. Each owner 

has things that 

Being Consequent 
T he Germans use the word “consequent” to mean that the rider 

is able to give her aids clearly and consistently in all situations 

and the horse (as a “consequence” of those clear, consistent aids) 

understands precisely how to react to them. To be consequent, everything 

you do in the saddle has to be focused, clear and consistent. 

All riders have 
disappointments. 
Allow yourself 
to be in the fetal 
position for 24 
hours, then carry 
on with positive 
thinking and a 
new approach.



he or she likes. You have to be sensitive 

enough to give whatever that is. 

Sometimes it’s not possible because 

what the sponsor wants doesn’t mesh 

with your way or your abilities. A spon-

sor might want instant gratification, 

more ribbons and accolades, and that’s 

not your way. You can absolutely end 

up in a situation in which the motiva-

tion of the sponsor doesn’t fit with who 

you are. But some riders are simply in-

sensitive to the sponsors’ needs or they 

often aren’t good at communicating. 

The symbiotic aspect of the relationship 

is really important to its longevity and 

it requires a strong commitment and 

lots of work as any relationship does. 

People skills with clients are important 

for the rider who earns a living teaching 

and coaching. Teaching styles, at their 

worst, can be demeaning or belittling 

toward the student because the teacher 

isn’t a big enough person to want to give 

away the knowledge or he doesn’t get joy 

out of helping riders and seeing their suc-

cess. It’s important for riders to know that 

a problem isn’t always their fault.

I often watched Dr. Shulten-Baumer 

teach Isabell. He never rode, but he 

provided objective feedback with the 

constant goal of perfection regarding the 

shape of the horse, his movement and 

the execution of exercises. He provided 

the voice of reason when the situation 

wasn’t ideal. He might simply say, “The 

horse is too short in the neck.” Or if 

something wasn’t working one day, he 

might point out that the horse had had 

the previous day off, and he would assure 

Isabell that the work would be easier for 

the horse tomorrow. That simple, objec-

tive feedback from a trainer is vital.

The above categories don’t each 

exist on an island. There’s overlap, and 

perhaps you can think of other desirable 

qualities, but the fact remains that to be 

a successful international rider or at least 

one of great accomplishment, you need 

to have all these attributes. If you fall 

short (as most riders do), you need to be 

willing to do whatever it takes to assimi-

late the full skill set and tend to all the 

details within each piece of the puzzle. 

That means long hours and missed social 

engagements. And it’s hard to work on 

some of these pieces. 

I know some riders who have worked 

hard but were missing one of the little 

pieces, so success at the highest level 

didn’t happen for them. I know other 

riders who have taken ownership and 

made a long-term commitment to 

working on each of these pieces and they 

have each found extraordinary success.  

Sponsorship comes to those who 
ride well, take exquisite care 
of their horses and have good 
character and integrity.
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Baby,      It’s Cold       It’s Cold 
Outside!Outside! Experts respond to some  

of the most common winter  
horse-care myths. 

By Jennifer M. Keeler

A
h, winter: a season of 

refreshingly crisp days 

that are so short that 

it’s almost impossible 

to leave work in time 

to arrive at the barn before darkness 

falls. Unless you’re one of the lucky 

riders who gets to escape to Florida 

for several months, your priority now 

becomes figuring out how many layers 

you can possibly wear while still being 

able to pull on riding boots. But what 

about your horse—how can you also 

help him adapt to the frozen land-

scape that is now your farm? Dressage 

Today asked a few professionals to 

give us their advice when it comes to 

weathering the winter. Here’s what 

they had to say:

“If I’m cold, my horse must 

be cold.” Not necessarily. Millions 

of years of evolution have provided 

horses with a digestive system that 

generates body heat as well as a 

natural thermal blanket: their hair 

coat. As the fall season approaches, a 

horse’s coat increases both in length 

and density and also has the ability 

to fluff out in cold weather, trapping 

a layer of air in the coat, which 

provides an extra layer of insulation. 

Dr. Tim Strathman knows cold. Prior 

to joining Equine Medical Associates 

in relatively temperate Lexington, 

Kentucky, three years ago, he practiced 

veterinary medicine in northern 

Illinois for three decades. “Horses have 

a tremendous ability to acclimate to 

their environment when given the 

opportunity,” he said. “Unfortunately, 

many of the things people do with 

show and sport horses interfere with 

that opportunity to acclimate, such 

as locking them up in barns, clipping 

and blanketing, feed routines, etc. 

All of these things can contribute to 

potential health issues.”

Strathman explained that for most 

horses, if the basic requirements for 

adequate food, water and a shelter 

option are provided, they are often 

happier and healthier outside even 

in harsh winter conditions. “Here 

in Kentucky, you will see bands of 

broodmares outside in all weather 

and the horses are better for it. You’ll 

occasionally see a blanket on one, but 

usually it’s a special-needs case,” he 

noted. “Even when they have access 

to large run-in sheds, more often than 

not they choose to stand outside, even 

when it’s 20 degrees below zero. That’s 

what they naturally choose as being 

best for them.”

“To blanket or not to 

blanket”—that is the question. 

Want to start a firestorm on Internet 

chat rooms? Ask whether or not you 

should blanket your horse. While 

opinions vary widely, the bottom line 

is to figure out what is best for your 

horse and his situation.

In the most general sense, several 

scenarios where blanketing should 

be considered include: if a horse is 

body clipped; isn’t acclimated to a 

cold environment (such as shipped 

north from a warmer climate); is 

underweight, unhealthy or a senior 

and/or if the weather will cause the 

horse to become wet and no shelter  

is available.

“If possible and if a horse is only 

ridden occasionally, I personally feel 

they’re better off growing hair,” said 

Strathman. “On the other hand, 

you’re limited by your expectations 

for the horse. If the horse is regularly 

worked in cold weather, there is a 

distinct advantage to him having a 

short hair coat. It’s not healthy for a 

hairy horse to be standing around wet 

with sweat in cold weather, taking 

hours to dry.”

But Strathman emphasized that 

putting a blanket on a horse with the 

best of intentions can backfire. “By 

far the biggest mistake I see people 
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make is not taking their horses’ blankets 

off to look at them,” he explained. 

“It’s one thing if they’re in a regular 

training program where the blankets 

are removed each day for riding. People 

may mean well, but when they put a 

blanket on the horse for weeks or even 

months at a time, yet don’t ride that 

often due to the weather, bad things 

can happen. I’ve seen pressure sores 

from poor-fitting blankets, nasty skin 

conditions, even marked changes in 

body weight that go unnoticed because 

the caretaker doesn’t see the horse—

they only see the blanket.”

With or without a blanket, skin 

conditions can be a painful annoyance 

for your horse in the wet winter 

months. “We often see dermatitis 

issues, rainrot and scratches during that 

time of year, including on horses with 

long hair coats who are outside and 

aren’t groomed regularly,” Strathman 

added. “It’s just something that 

needs to be monitored. I don’t think 

it’s something you can necessarily 

anticipate or prevent, but it illustrates 

the importance of regular grooming 

and careful observation of your horse 

regardless of season.”

“It’s really cold outside—I’d 

better give my horse an extra 

scoop of grain.” While digestion of 

food is a primary source of warmth for 

horses, increased caloric needs don’t 

necessarily mean owners should blindly 

throw extra grain in the feed tub. “First 

of all, the amount of food a horse 

needs in winter depends in part on his 

housing situation,” noted Strathman. 

“Horses who are left outside in a cold 

environment will certainly benefit from 

carrying a little more weight and having 

more food, primarily in roughage form. 

One of the biggest mistakes I see people 

make is simply not providing enough 

hay when it’s cold. But for many show 

horses kept inside, their environment 

doesn’t change so much, so they don’t 

necessarily need big dietary adjustments 

for winter.” 

Instead of blindly “up feeding” 

in winter, Eric Haydt, senior vice 

president of business development at 

Triple Crown Nutrition, Inc., explained 

that careful monitoring of body 

condition and making corresponding 

feed adjustments is most important. 

“Depending on how far north you 

live, horses will need to expend more 

energy staying warm. Obviously, the 

colder it is, the more calories the horse 

will need, which is generally about 

15 to 20 percent more calories below 

approximately 30 degrees Fahrenheit.”

Haydt explained that while hard 

keepers may benefit from some alfalfa 

in the diet, most horses do well 

throughout the winter on a good grass 

hay, and added that even seemingly 

dead winter pasture provides some 

calories. “Generally, I think the best 

way to adjust for winter feeding is to 

adjust the amounts of what you are 

currently feeding in both hay and feed, 

but not necessarily change feeds,” 

Haydt continued. “But if you are using 

a ration-balancer-type of feed in the 

summer and need more calories in 

the winter, then switching or adding 

another feed may be necessary.”

Adding a flaxseed-type oil to a horse’s 

diet, Haydt noted, will provide calories 

and omega-3 fatty acids that are lost by 

not having access to green grass. But 

While some owners choose to pull shoes during the winter months, 
there are horses who may need the support or protection of their 
regular shoeing regimen regardless of season.
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using more supplements just because it’s 

cold won’t necessarily serve a purpose. 

“You can often avoid supplements just 

by feeding more, often just in hay, 

which is usually also a less expensive 

option,” he said. 

Haydt also advised that senior 

horses may have special dietary needs 

in winter. “Because of longer hair 

coats, horses can lose weight through 

the winter without the owner really 

noticing until they shed in spring, and 

this seems especially true with senior 

horses,” he explained. “Fall may be a 

good time to switch older horses to 

senior diets especially if you notice 

them starting to have trouble eating 

hay, and, as noted earlier, blanketing 

senior horses in winter to help conserve 

body heat and expend fewer calories 

keeping warm may be a good idea.”

“My horse will drink 

more if given warm 

water instead of cold.” 

Some studies have shown 

that horses will drink more 

volume of water if it is a 

lukewarm temperature 

versus cold. “It’s all about 

what they are used to,” said Strathman. 

“When people have heated waterers in 

their barns, that’s what horses learn to 

like. It sounds like a no-brainer, but the 

single most important factor is don’t let 

water freeze. Horses must have ready 

access to ice-free water all the time.”

Strathman cautioned that horse 

owners may not realize the impact 

of the transition from summertime 

nutrition, where a horse will typically 

have regular access to grass (which 

has a high percentage of water), to 

winter’s dry forage-only diet. “This 

is where I sometimes see people 

underestimate their horses’ additional 

need for water consumption because 

literally everything they eat is now dry 

and it can cause major problems like 

impaction colic,” he explained. 

But in the pursuit of maintaining 

a horse’s water supply in frigid 

temperatures, utmost caution must be 

taken with auxiliary heat sources. “It 

goes without saying that horses and 

electricity don’t mix well,” Strathman 

noted. “Heated water buckets are a 

common sight around barns in winter, 

but people often don’t do enough to 

conceal the cord and horses can’t seem 

to resist chewing on them. Ground-

fault circuit interrupter [GFCI] outlets 

are always a good idea.” (GFCI outlets 

protect people and animals from 

electrical shock. For instance, if a horse 

chews on the cord, hopefully the outlet 

will trip to stop electricity from flowing 

before it electrocutes the horse.)

“I don’t think my horse is 

drinking enough—I’m going to 

give him a bran mash.” Hang on 

to that feed tub! While the thought of 

feeding your horse a nice warm bran 

mash may seem like a great idea, it 

probably won’t help much in actually 

getting any quantity of water into your 

horse’s gut or have any real nutritional 

benefits for him. 

Since the amount of moisture even 

in a soupy bran mash is a drop in the 

bucket compared to your horse’s daily 

requirement, the only real benefit 

may be in making you feel better 

about doing something to help your 

horse cope with cold weather. “It will 

help to get some additional water in 

horses, but it doesn’t add much to the 

total volume of water intake a horse 

needs—most people who feed a bran 

mash typically don’t feed enough to 

make a difference either with water 

intake or nutritionally,” said Haydt. “In 

fact, wheat bran has a reverse calcium 

to phosphorous ratio and in larger 

amounts can have a negative nutritional 

effect by unbalancing the horse’s diet. 

So in my opinion, concentrating on 

maintaining normal water consumption 

is more important than warm mashes.”

Strathman agreed. “I honestly don’t 

feel that bran mashes have any value 

regarding water consumption. If you 

are concerned and want to get more 

water in the horse, I’ve found the best 

way to deal with it is to soak the hay,” 

he explained. “Fill a hay bag, submerge 

it in a clean muck bucket of water and 

leave it for 30 minutes before hanging 

up. Then the horse is eating wet hay, 

and I’ve seen much better results with 

this than any bran mash.”

“It’s chilly in here—better 

close up the barn so the horses 

stay warm.” While keeping the barn 

doors and windows wide open may be 

unbearably drafty in the winter months, 

closing the barn up tight 

can be just as miserable 

for your horse as adequate 

ventilation and fresh air 

are critical to his health. 

When she had a barn 

full of high-performance 

horses in Germany, U.S. 

dressage team rider Jennifer Hoffmann 

noted that one of her bigger challenges 

in winter was keeping a balance of 

good airflow and climate control in 

the stable. “With a busy competition 

schedule, even through the winter 

on the indoor circuit, I had to try to 

make sure none of my horses caught a 

cold or started coughing,” Hoffmann 

explained. “Instead of closing up the 

barn and having the air get stagnant, 

I liked to keep windows open at night 

and blanket the horses rather heavily 

with multiple blankets. This allowed us 

to keep the stable temperature cooler 

and therefore the air was much better,” 

she added. “But during the day when 

we were working, I did tend to close 

the windows after the stable had been 

bedded and all sweeping was finished, 

as it was more comfortable for people 

working inside and also to avoid drafts 

One of the biggest mistakes I
see people make: not providing 

enough hay when it’s cold.
—Dr. Tim Strathman
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when horses were coming in sweaty 

from work.” 

“Winter’s here—time to either 

pull my horse’s shoes or break out 

the borium.” As with most aspects 

of equine health, making dramatic 

seasonal changes to your horse’s hoof 

situation can be more detrimental  

than helpful.

As the days get colder and the 

athletic demands for horses often 

decrease, many owners recognize a 

time-honored tradition of pulling shoes 

for the winter. But Central Kentucky 

farrier Donny Brandenburg noted 

that this practice isn’t a one-size-fits-

all situation. “It all depends on the 

individual horse,” he said. “If they can 

be sound and comfortable without 

shoes for the appropriate level of 

activity during the winter, it never hurts 

to give them a break. But some horses 

may need the support or protection of 

their regular shoeing regimen regardless 

of season.”

Strathman agreed. “I have had cases 

where people ride all summer and then 

ask their farrier to pull the shoes and 

trim them up to turn out for the winter, 

and then call me wondering why the 

horse is hobbling around,” he said. “If 

you’re going to pull shoes, I recommend 

not trimming them—leave the feet a 

little long for a while so the horse can 

adjust before having your farrier come 

back to trim. It’s an easy way to avoid 

any possible problems.”

Horses continuing their athletic 

endeavors in the winter may need 

additional traction and snow protection, 

but again Brandenburg advised owners 

to beware of too much of a good thing. 

“Adding borium to shoes is great for 

grip on ice and snow, but it can easily 

be too much traction and over time 

place unnecessary stress on soft tissues,” 

he cautioned. “More often I recommend 

using small tungsten drive-in studs on 

the shoes. I also use snow pads—both 

the rim and full-coverage types—and 

have found that they do help keep snow 

from accumulating into balls inside the 

bottom of the hoof.”

“Am I doomed to endless 

rounds in the indoor?” Time to 

think outside the box. Having lived in 

Germany from 1989 to 2000 and then 

again from 2010–2018, Hoffmann knew 

firsthand the challenges of trying to 

keep her USEF long-listed Grand Prix 

mounts, Florentinus V and Rubinio 

NRW, fit and fresh for competition 

during the wet and cold European 

winters. One of her secrets was simply 

braving the elements. 

“We had an amazing facility in 

Dorsten with super footing in multiple 

different types of arenas, so we always 

make sure to ride the horses outside as 

long as it was not pouring rain or the 

ground was [not] frozen,” Hoffmann 

explained. “We also had a huge jumping 

arena that had a roof but was open 

on the sides so you got the feeling of 

being outside. Even when it was cold 

we went for walks in the forest and on 

the racetrack and all of our horses still 

got turned out, even in the snow. It was 

absolutely awful for me to be closed up 

in an indoor for all the winter months 

and I knew my horses felt the same.”

Hoffmann also utilized some 

additional tools to keep her horses 

in peak form even when the weather 

outside was frightful. “If it was very cold 

or windy, we always put quarter sheets 

on our horses who were clipped and 

sometimes our warm-up routine was a 

little longer than normal,” she said. “I 

have an amazing magnetic blanket that I 

used on some of my horses—some wore it 

before riding, some after. It all depended 

on each horse’s individual needs.

 “We also used our solarium [which 

includes a blow-dryer-like system] a lot in 

the winter,” Hoffmann continued. “Some 

horses were put under it for 10 minutes 

before riding and almost all of them 

spent time there after riding. Last but 

not least, I made sure all my horses went 

back into their stalls completely dry and 

groomed with their stable blankets on.”

In summary, winter horse care is 

mostly a matter of common sense and 

good horsemanship. “It’s important 

to remember to try to treat horses like 

horses,” Strathman concluded. “Within 

the limitations of athletic demands, 

allow them to live a little more 

naturally if possible, as this can prevent 

a lot of man-made problems that we 

unintentionally create.” 

U.S. dressage team rider Jennifer Hoffmann lived and trained in Germany,
where winters can be cold and windy. But she still rode out when she could,
and she was sure to use a quarter sheet on the horses who were clipped.
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