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Back in March of 2009 I read an article in Practical Horseman, which really hit home for me as a rider and trainer. I am constantly "preaching" that everyone should go to as many local & schooling shows as possible, no matter what level you ride in, just obtain more show miles! The article titled Moving Along By Kip Goldreyeran illustrates my point very well. This woman's horse was great at home, at clinics, and in the warm-up arena at shows. However, as soon as she got into the Dressage arena, it was a whole different story. Her horse freaked out, bolted, etc. This made for some really bad show nerves on the part of the rider, which made the horse's issue even worse. She wrote to Linda Aronson "The Pet Shrink" who provided her with no magic solution to her problem. Linda simply told her the following:

"[You] have to recreate the show situation but change the circumstances. Ideally this would be at schooling shows where [you] can save money and save face. Haul in all braided and turned out [in show clothes], warm up as usual, then maybe trot up the center line to X, halt, salute, give [your horse] a treat and leave [without finishing the test]. Come back, trot up the center line to X, halt, salute, trot on to C, halt and give him a treat. And so on... She stressed this would not happen in one [show] or 10, but would take many, many shows." 
 
While I would advise for my students to finish each test even if it is not pretty; I whole-heartedly support this outlook on putting show miles on a horse and rider. While many people send their horse to get show miles with a trainer, things turn out differently when the owner begins showing, no matter how many miles the horse may have. I strongly encourage you all to attend as many local & schooling shows as possible, don't avoid riding in the busy warm arena, and make sure to enter more than one class. Go to each show with a mindset that you are putting miles on your horse and under your own belt. It does not matter what happens, what score you get, or what ribbon you come home with. It does not matter who the judge is or if your scores count for year end awards, because you are not there to be judged or get ribbons, you are there for the experience. The more you show, the better you get at doing it, its really that simple. Realize that you and your horse will have better shows than others, write a bad show off as a learning experience and move on. 

Emphasize the "schooling" part, instead of the "show" part. Realize that one must learn how to show; it’s not the same as riding at home. You must learn what type of mindset you need, what type of warm up your horse needs, how to memorize a test or course under pressure, etc. These things are rarely practiced at home and the show environment cannot be recreated. Weather or not you're goal is to move on to recognized shows, this experience will be very rewarding. 

 
Showing confirms where your riding skills and your horses training really stand in the grand scheme of things. Remember that there will always be better riders and horses, but there will always be worse riders and horses as well. Just because you can school Second Level at home, does not mean you can pull it off at a show. Enter several classes you know you can be successful in and gradually enter one harder class after a couple shows as this will evaluate how solid you are at the easier classes. Dressage riders can always enter a couple flat classes at a Hunter/Jumper show and Jumper riders can always do some lower level Dressage. It does not really matter what type of show you attend or what classes you enter, just go! Showing is supposed to be "fun" but most people find it extremely nerve-racking and stressful because they take it too seriously. Go to the shows, have fun, laugh off the problems and gain the show miles that will make you a better rider and horse combination in the long run.    

Think there are not enough schooling shows in our area? Gray Lily Farm, Flying Colors Farm, Cavallo, Coventry, The Farm, Southern Oaks, First Flight Farm, Mahan Stables, Triple C Ranch, SWDEA, (all in the Tallahassee area) and other farms and riding clubs put on several shows throughout the year. Canterbury Showplace is also an easy drive to Gainesville and they offer weekly shows. Between all of these farms and organizations, you can find a local show to attend almost every weekend of the year!    
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