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  Introduction
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  If you are new to the horse show world, this book will serve as a map and guide to help you navigate around one of the sporting world’s most unusual and idiosyncratic venues. If you and your child are already participating, this book will serve as a backup and hopefully provide some comic relief during those long days and head-scratching moments of confusion and frustration.


  Most parents find themselves at horse shows or horse or dressage trials after their children have been riding for some time. This is not always the case, but this book proceeds on the assumption that your child already has a trainer and is at least contemplating showing. In that regard, the book discusses the suitability of your child’s instructor as a horse show trainer, buying an appropriate show-quality horse or pony for your child, the show clothing and other necessary items, and what to expect at horse shows: winning and losing, judging, terminology, and horse showing as the Great Meaning of Life (oops, maybe not that far).


  General chapters that apply to all Horse Show Moms are followed by those that are specific to your child’s discipline. You can read some now or skip right to the disciplines for clues about the meaning of your particular show day. I’ve included information on types and levels of shows and their classes and divisions, and year-end and cumulative awards. However, in every case, you must hold your discipline’s rule book as the final authority. While I’ve made every effort to ensure accuracy, rules change over the years; plus, the more you become familiar with the rule books, the more you can relax and enjoy yourself at the shows.


  Dressage riders and eventers should please forgive me for using the generic term “horse show.” I know full well that your competitions are called trials or events, but in my overview chapters, I have used the more generally recognized term for the sake of simplicity. Similarly, I will use “she” when referring to the rider throughout, with the understanding that horse show participants are predominantly female.


  When reading this book, you will notice that some of what I’ve written is tongue-in-cheek, and some is written while biting my tongue. The horse show and event world can stir up some mighty passionate emotions. It’s one thing to be told by your child’s volunteer Little League coach to go sit in the bleachers, but quite another thing to hand over thousands of dollars to care for a live creature and then be told to go sit in the bleachers. I hope that what I’ve written here will provide some solace in the fact that there are plenty of Horse Show Moms and Dads out there feeling the same thing every rainy weekend in the mud. In any event, enjoy this book, enjoy your child, and enjoy the ride!
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  What is a horse show? A horse show is a sporting event like no other. Even if you, as a Horse Show Mom, have been to one, you know that there are many ways to describe it. Its most useful purpose for your child is to test and solidify the skills she’s been learning at the barn or at home. It also helps to strengthen the skills and training of her horse or pony. For you, it could be a test of your walking and running skills, your patience and waiting skills, your preparedness skills, and a test of your dignity, humor, and flexibility.


  In some equestrian disciplines, and in most at the top levels, showing is the goal. All the lessons and training that go on at the barn have just one ultimate goal: the horse show. This means that the training is geared toward winning at the shows, and the horses bought and sold for your child and other customers at the barn are those that would do well at shows in the most efficient way possible. The horses are very well prepared before going to the show, and then prepped when they get there in such a way to guarantee the student achieves the most success possible.


  For others, the horse show is just an occasional event that measures the success of at-home training. In this case, there are no goals for accumulation of points or winning, per se, other than the desire to see where the training has gone well, or what areas need more focus, or just to add a little fun and spice to the everyday routine.
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  There are many different equestrian disciplines that compete in shows. Several have national awards, most have state and regional awards, and there are three that have Olympic teams: dressage, show jumping, and eventing. The latter three fall under the catch-all definition of “English” riding sport. Western riding, a huge competitive industry, has many different styles of competition, most famously the rodeo. Quickly coming up on the international horizon is reining, which in 2004 became an Olympic exhibition sport and may well become a regular event at the Olympics. In addition, there are other non-Olympic international competitions for vaulting, endurance riding, and driving.


  This book will cover hunter/jumpers, dressage, eventing, and the Western breed shows. While all of these disciplines share the horse as the core component, each has its own approach, style, goals, and requirements for competing, both financial and otherwise. We, as horse show parents, all share some common ground. We have kids who ride, trainers who train them, horses and ponies that compete and take care of our kids (or not), and a host of items that need to be purchased for both the kids and their mounts. There are barns for board, venues for horse shows, judges, awards, ribbons, and trophies, goals to accomplish, feelings to be soothed, progress to be assessed, and sacrifices to be made by parents, siblings, and the rider. Welcome to the horse show world.


  At some levels of competition, horse showing can be done on a very small budget. There are one-day shows where you can “jump out” and show for the day but keep your horse in your trailer (hence, the term “jump out”) or tied up outside. Other horse shows require at least a weekend in a hotel for you, your child, and her trainer, plus trailering fees to the venue.


  Whatever kind of showing you do, the first thing to understand is that it takes time. Showing up for your kid’s horse show is not like showing up for a two-hour soccer match. Horse shows generally run all day, have many different divisions, and your child may show in one to several classes throughout the day, not usually consecutively, and usually not for more than five minutes at a time. What this means for you is that you will be there all day, and have the thrill of watching her compete in very short segments, and then wait around for the next class, repeat the process, and wait again.


  Another aspect of showing which is very unlike soccer is that although your child and her horse are a team, this is not your normal team sport. This is not a sport that requires her to be just a good goalie while the others on her team can be good passers or play good defense. There is no yelling “Pass the ball!” or “C’mon, take a shot!” Instead, there are very particular nonverbal aids and cues that she gives to a very large animal several times her body weight. And for the most part, it works—miraculously. It can be a thrill and a wonder to watch. And then again, the sight can also be amazingly boring or disappointing—exhilarating or exhausting by turns. Your child might be having a good day, but her mount is in a slump. On other days, her horse is perfect, but your child is tired, or cranky, or just not on. And then there are those days when they are both at their peak and it never gets better than this, no matter what the level of competition. Riding a horse is one of the most intense multitasking sporting activities in the world, and when it all comes together, it is a particularly beautiful thing to watch.


  There are all kinds of shows for each discipline, and each one has different levels of showing. (Note that eventers never refer to their competitions as “horse shows,” but for simplicity’s sake, all competitions will be referred to that way.)


  Here is a general rundown of the types of shows you might attend with your child.


  SCHOOLING SHOWS


  Each discipline has this kind of entry-level show. Some have different names, but the purpose is the same. It is typically one day only, can be held either at a private barn or cross-country property, or at a regular arena. It may even be held at the barn where you board. It usually has the cheapest entry fees, the cheapest stall fees (and often, no stalls), and is a “non-rated” show, meaning that it carries no points for state, regional, or national year-end awards, nor are there classes that would be “qualifiers” for other events. (Exception: If a local barn runs a series of these schooling shows, there may be awards for the series. For example, if your child attended all of the shows in this series, she might qualify for a series award based on how she did in each particular show.)


  The judging at these shows is often done by trainers or others not necessarily licensed to judge at “recognized” shows, usually picked for their willingness. Experience and fairness are pluses that encourage the exhibitors to come back.


  The purpose of these shows is manyfold:


  • To get young or green (meaning inexperienced) horses into the ring at a reasonable cost for the purpose of schooling the horse for its overall education and training.


  • To get beginner students into the ring or on the field where the competition is easy and unintimidating. This is a great way to start a horse show experience. Because schooling shows are primarily small venues with fewer exhibitors (the “competitors,” in horse show lingo), it is usually easy for your child to get a ribbon and thus be rewarded for her efforts in a tangible way, even if her skills are a bit raw. It can be a big confidence booster, allowing her to see what it is like to show and discover whether or not she really likes it. If she doesn’t like it, you can stop right here and buy that vacation house!


  • To have an inexpensive venue for exhibitors. While this may not be the goal of most horse show management, trainers with big barns or a decent facility will occasionally offer these shows to their own clients who cannot otherwise afford to show. They will also usually open these shows to other barns in the area as a means to boost the competition numbers and help defray the costs. They will often allow clients (young and old) who do not own their own horse to show a school horse (venues that are close to home are not as physically demanding on an older school horse as a rated show might be).


  • To get ready for the showing season. A trainer may often take a group from her barn to a schooling show before the regular rated season (see next page) starts to get the adult clients, kids, and horses prepped for the coming competition. For a new trainer, it’s a great way to test her own ability at schooling several students and finding out if she needs to bring along more help.


  Requirements for Schooling Shows


  • There are five basic elements to horse showing (apart from the financial): a mount (horse or pony), a rider, equipment, clothing, and transportation. You’ve got the rider, either you or your trainer will provide both the mount and/or the transportation, and the equipment will be the minimum safety and riding gear needed for your discipline. Fancy show clothes are usually unnecessary, although you wouldn’t know this at some Western schooling shows. If the show is not at your barn, you will usually need to provide a negative Coggins certificate (see glossary), which provides proof that your horse does not have Equine Infectious Anemia (EIA). If you are traveling out of state, you may also need a health certificate from your vet stating that your horse is free from other infectious diseases.


  RATED (OR RECOGNIZED) SHOWS OR EVENTS


  Rated or “sanctioned” shows are those that are recognized as official shows by your discipline’s organization. Each discipline has an organization that approves show venues, judges, and course designs. These organizations also make the rules, tally your child’s points, and award year-end awards. These organizations are detailed in the chapters that cover each discipline, and for the English disciplines, the United States Equestrian Federation (USEF) is a main overseeing parent. (It also has its own Western component, but, as yet, most breed disciplines do not require dual membership in the USEF in order to compete in their shows.) Common to all showing is the fact that these shows are “rated,” “recognized,” or “sanctioned,” as the discipline lingo may call them, and occasionally, some are rated higher than others. Essentially, this means that a higher-rated show carries more points for year-end awards, and therefore, the competition will usually be tougher.


  The reasons for going to a rated show are as varied as the colors of horses and the disciplines that have shows. Showing allows your child (and her trainer) to gauge her progress with her horse; it also satisfies a deeper competitive drive than the non-rated shows. If you and your child get committed to her discipline and want to see her succeed in a big way, rated shows are a must.


  For all shows and events—rated, non-rated, sanctioned, and non-sanctioned—you will need the following:


  • A good sense of humor.


  • Patience.


  • Food (large horse show venues have food concessions, but you may find the fare expensive and not particularly nutritious).


  • A book, the newspaper, needlework, or other boredom-quelling devices.


  • Band-Aids, clean wipes, acetaminophen or ibuprofen, Kleenex.


  • Comfortable clothes (for you)—nothing fancy; preferably those clothes you don’t care about. One thing this is not, is a fashion show.


  • Shoe polish and leather cleaner.


  • If you’re helping to groom your child’s pony or horse: horse shampoo, brushes, curry comb and hoof pick, plus braiding supplies if needed.


  For rated shows you will also need:


  • the required riding clothing and tack;


  • more money; and


  • a bigger sense of humor.


  You may need to stay more than one day; you may need the services of a groom (in some disciplines); you may need a professional braider; and you may need to pay your trainer more money than you did for the schooling show. You could be held responsible for your trainer’s lodging and meals, usually split among all the competitors that your trainer brings to the show. If you use a groom, you will need to pay the going groom’s rate, and then also tip him or her. For some disciplines, your child’s horse or pony will need to be body-clipped and have its mane pulled. Usually done before you leave for the show, this is one part of the expense.


  [image: Needlepoint and empathy.]


  When all tallied up, a horse show can cost anywhere from fifty dollars to a mind-blowing two thousand dollars-plus a weekend, particularly if you, your child, your trainer, and grooms have to stay in a hotel.


  Are you running away yet? Don’t. There are many ways that families can figure out how to help their horse-crazy kids get to horse shows and proudly demonstrate their growing expertise. Though there are parents who can easily afford to show year-round, there are many others who make choices about dinners out, vacations, or that new car. And most parents say they wouldn’t trade any of it back. Seeing your child navigate a difficult course over jumps or performing complicated dressage patterns, watching her brave a cross-country ditch and water or sliding a reining horse to a perfect stop is uniquely thrilling in the “parent as spectator” sporting world. And don’t forget the quieter thrill of watching perfectly appointed five-year-olds with their ponies in halter at a Western show.


  You may have been caught unawares and unprepared for this life in the equestrian world, or you may be revisiting your own childhood experience. However you got here, if you bought this book, you’re on the road to quite an experience.
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  THE HORSE SHOW AS VENUE


  Welcome to the horse show, the premier venue for mud, manure, bad food, cold, heat, rain, and sometimes snow. This may be the only event of your life where you will shell out hundreds of dollars for the privilege of standing around all day in the rain. For the uninitiated, getting used to the horse show world takes time (and sometimes, time and time again). It’s a given that your senses and sensibilities will be overwhelmed as you look around for touchstones to your normal life. Horse shows are not created for their amenities. Many a new Horse Show Mom has said “I will never use a porta-potty!” God finds this amusing, of course, and shows us who is really in charge. “Never” soon becomes “only in emergencies,” evolving to “just this once,” to “just this weekend,” to “I said what?” A few horse shows later that same mom is saying, “They have really nice porta-potties here.”
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  But first, there is the pre-show packing. This can be a nice mother/daughter ritual, or a nerve-wracking nightmare. Staying organized between shows helps, as does having a checklist for everything you need to bring. Each discipline will have its own special requirements, so use the lists below as a basic guideline and customize them yourself.


  What to Bring


  This first list is for your child’s tack trunk so she doesn’t forget her essentials. The other list is for you.


  RIDER’S TACK TRUNK


  • Helmet


  • Protective vest (for cross-country eventers)


  • Gloves


  • Whip, crop, and/or spurs if used


  • Shoe polish


  • A shoe sponge for last-minute touch-ups (cheaper at a discount store than at horse shows)


  • Hair nets


  • Towels and rags


  • Sunscreen


  • Band-Aids


  • Tail wrap


  • Extra snaps for buckets, halters, etc.


  • Saddle pads or blankets


  • Bell boots, jumping boots, or whatever your discipline requires


  • Any pony/horse sheets or blankets necessary for protection from the weather or from flies


  • Bottled water


  • Some type of snack food, such as protein bars


  • A grooming tote with:


  • Brushes


  • Hoof pick


  • Shampoo and tail de-tangler


  • Fly spray


  • Braiding supplies if needed


  Also, check off


  • Saddle


  • Bridle and tack


  • Boots


  • Show clothes and jewelry (if part of your discipline)


  [image: HORSE SHOW MOM SURVIVAL ENTRY FORMS BRAIDING KIT Stuffed pockets.]


  MOM’S PACK


  Most Horse Show Moms develop a good sense of what to have on hand, and everyone has her favorite way to haul it all around. Fanny packs are out of vogue, and no matter how useful they would be at horse shows, no one seems to be using them these days. My teenage daughter would die if I resorted to this useful item, so I’ve gotten into the habit of wearing only pants or shorts that have many deep pockets. In cold weather I fill up my sweatshirt or jacket pockets, too. I’m not sure walking around with numerous bulges (plus cameras over the shoulder) is any more chic than using a fanny pack, but the captain of our family’s fashion police calls the orders on this one. (For those who throw caution to the wind, you could use a backpack or tote bag of some sort to carry these necessities.)


  • Kleenex (multipurpose, but particularly for the lovely restrooms)


  • Packaged hand wipes


  • Band-Aids


  • Tylenol or Advil


  • Sunscreen


  • 2 to 3 bobby pins


  • A scrunchy hair thingy (for ponytails)


  • A small needle and thread, plus at least one button


  • Safety pins


  • An aspirin or two for bee stings (Crush and wet to make a paste and spread over the sting. It soothes quickly.)


  • A good sunhat (for yourself)


  • Bottled water


  • Boredom busters: needlework, crossword puzzles, the newspaper, a book


  • No expectations


  In your car, or some other handy place, have the following:


  • Extra bottled water


  • First-aid kit with antibacterial cream, anti-itch cream, Band-Aids, an ace bandage, an instant ice pack or two, tweezers


  CLOTHING


  One-day shows close to home will be the easiest to prepare for. You can tell what the weather is like, pack your own food, and bring along a thermos of coffee. Weekend “away” shows are not as easy. In the summer you will need plenty of sunscreen, water, a hat and rain gear for those unexpected downpours that didn’t show up on your Yahoo! weather page. If you live or show anywhere north of the Mason-Dixon Line, fall and spring shows will require a more extensive wardrobe: warm-weather clothes for unexpectedly hot days, rain gear, polar fleece (and sometimes down) jackets. And if you have to begin your day before dawn, you may be wearing the entire gamut of your wardrobe all in one day.


  Winter shows will generally be indoors, but don’t count on being warm. Most indoor shows only have minimal heat in the barn area, sometimes none. Long underwear is a must, and you’ll be grateful to have warm, woolly socks if you’re standing around a lot. If you’re sitting, bring something (folding bleacher seat, polar fleece, thick newspaper) to put between your seat and the possibly freezing-cold bleacher seats. Oh, and don’t forget shoes: waterproof, manure-proof, and nonslippery in the mud. They should be comfortable, and ones you can run in—as in back to the barn or your car for whatever your child inevitably forgot.
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  The Day Begins


  If you didn’t start your day in the dark hitching up a horse trailer, you may be getting up at the crack of dawn after your less-than-restful night at the local Super 8 Motel. Your child’s pony or horse may need a bath, a lunge (a run-around exercise spin on a long rope to get him calm enough for your child to ride), and definitely, some grooming. Your trainer may want your child to school in the ring or cross-country as early as you used to get up for her middle-of-the-night feedings. You may find yourself drinking coffee made with hose water and be grateful for the caffeine, no matter the form.


  Now that you’re up, you can begin to prepare for all the other things that may happen in your day. If your eventing child is doing a cross-country course, you may be asked to judge at one of the cross-country obstacles. If you’re at a one-day show, you may be doing all the grooming either in your trailer or in your trainer’s trailer. You may be asked to get breakfast or lunch for the whole group (you are a mom, after all), and you may be cleaning tack in between stall mucking, feeding, grooming, and squeezing in some time to watch your child’s classes. And don’t forget videotaping.


  It may be up to you to get your child and her mount to the gate or starting box on time. If your trainer is running late at another ring, you may be negotiating with the gatekeeper for a later spot in the starting order for your child, or at least for patience until the trainer gets there. If you’re at an event, and your child doesn’t start her course on time, those minutes will be added to her course time. At a dressage show, she’ll be eliminated if she misses her assigned time. All of this timing is crucial. It’s up to your trainer to negotiate her conflicts with the different rings and students, but you may be called upon to help out. The gatekeepers of the world are used to this, and although some take delays in stride, others take it in pride—as in pride for keeping their gate running smoothly with no concern for your problem. Keen diplomatic skills will come in handy.


  Dining


  One of your main jobs will be negotiating the food maze. Some venues will have no food. Others will have a small stand selling fast food, so if eating an occasional dry hamburger on a stale bun doesn’t offend your palate, you’ll be fine. But for those with more persnickety tastes, you’ll have to assume palatable food to be one of your bigger challenges. Anyone can pack enough food for a one-day show, even given the predawn alarm, but if you’re going to be at the show all day, each day, and for an entire weekend, you’ll need to scope out what’s available at the show or nearby.


  “Nearby” is a relative term at horse shows. It may mean across the road or it may mean ten miles down the road. Open countryside suitable for most horse shows is not usually convenient to Pizza Hut. Larger horse show venues will have better food choices, but then you may find yourself paying exorbitant amounts for the privilege of buying a salad prepared right before your eyes: one poured out of a bag into a Styrofoam box, and that will be eight dollars, please. Oh, and don’t forget the tip jar.


  So if you’re not prepared, you may have to either go hungry, or eat a few meals that are not on your diet, or that you may not recognize as food.
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    The Horse Show Mom: In my nine years as a Horse Show Mom, I’ve had more than a few food adventures. As a quasi-vegetarian committed to feeding my family healthy organic meals, it’s been one of the bigger boundary breakers of my Horse Show Mom’s experience to have to make do on horse show fare. Don’t get me wrong. Horse show food is no worse than food at any other sporting event, a fact that in itself has always been a major head-scratcher for me. Why do sporting events have the worst food? What about the scientifically supported notion that athletic performance is related to diet? What about the popular media telling us “we are what we eat”? And in this sport, which is not football, no serious equestrian is trying to go for the body built by Hungry Man dinners.


    A few years ago we started going to a new indoor showing venue in the Midwest. I was really happy to see garden burgers on the menu at the snack bar. However, they forever remained “virtual” garden burgers, as the snack bar never got them in. I think they wanted to see how much interest there would be before they actually went out and bought them. Unfortunately, I may have been the only one to ask for them. On another occasion I asked for the egg and muffin special, only to be told that they didn’t have the “right
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