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The author with her first successful FEI horse in Germany. Getting started with the plan... 

 
 

Just about every serious rider who comes to Germany to train in dressage has one 
common goal:  The Olympics.  Some of us admit it, others of us play it down.  But  all of 
us have that secret  or not so secret dream of one day making the Team and riding down 
the centerline to Olympic glory.  After ten years of training in Germany and ten years of 
watching riders succeed or fail in their Olympic quest, here is what I have learned. 
 



First of all, that kind of success has nothing to do with dreaming, daydreaming or any 
other kind of wishful thinking!  It has a lot to do with good planning, good training, 
financial backing and very hard work.  The only prerequisite is the horse.  Without a top 
horse that is willing to do the job, your dream will take you as far as your trainer’s 
doorstep, but not much further--so don’t leave home without the horse.   
 
Some people have incredible luck in finding the right partner on the first or nearly the 
first pick.  Others go through horse after horse, continuously upgrading and improving 
while waiting for the big break.   
 
Let’s talk about that big break.  Everybody knows that dressage has a lot to do with 
politics.  And in Germany that is an understatement.  Having said that, politics will get 
you to the top even before you are worthy, but politics will not keep you there if you are 
not.  In fact, the fall from the top in this country is much faster and much harder than the 
climb to the peak. 
 
What are politics in dressage?  They take many forms, most of which I won’t discuss in 
this article.  Let’s focus instead on how they can be overcome.  There are two things that 
can beat the politics.  Good riding.  Again and again.  Good riding every time you go 
down the centerline and ... a great horse.  That combination is not as easy to find in this 
nation of top dressage competitors than you would think.  Lots of good horses.  Lots of 
good riders.  And only a handful of pairs that perform together in the arena at the same 
time.  If you and your horse become one of those pairs, you will succeed. 
 
Let’s assume that you have a great horse and that you ride well.  Scratch that.  NEVER 
assume that you ride well.  If you are coming to Germany to train, be humble.  It pays.   
So let’s assume that you have a great horse and you are able to stay on it most of the 
time.  Now you need a trainer.  And not just any trainer.  You need a trainer that knows 
his way around the Grand Prix arena AND the international competition arena AND is 
willing to teach you a thing or two about what you thought you already knew.  AND if 
you don’t speak German, this trainer either has to have a pocket translator or speak 
English with you.   
 
My tip?  Learn German.  It will give you greater flexibility in selecting a trainer and 
make your life outside the stable much easier.  A hearty smile, a finger pointed toward 
the right loaf of bread at the baker, followed by „ein Roggenbrot bitte“ goes a long way 
toward making friends in a foreign country.  



 
Haddad with Klaus Balkenhol, coach of the US Equestrian Team.  All of the US Team members in 2004 were coached in 
German. 

 
 
Along with a capable trainer, you need financial backing.  You have little chance to get to 
the top of this sport without a great horse and a  reserve of talent, and your chances will 
be further reduced without a generous pocketbook.  I know only one person who 
commendably succeeded without financial backing, and sadly she did not stay at the top 
for long.  So don’t delude yourself about the cash involved, and even with financial 
backing be prepared to work hard.  This kind of success does not come without investing 
a lot of sweat no matter how much money you have. 
 
For instance, $50,000.00 will pay your training and board for a year and perhaps entries 
at 3-4 shows.  But you still need to eat, sleep, drive, transport your horse, pay the vet and 
the farrier and call home now and then.  Another factor is that the US dollar continues to 
decline in value.  (WHO is to blame for THAT?) Your dollars don’t go very far in 
Germany any more.  So plan on $100,000.00 per year to get yourself started.   You might 
have a dollar or two left at Christmastime which is all you will really need to enjoy the 
beautiful Weihnachtsmärkte over here. 
 
Why can’t you get this done stateside without coming to Germany at all?  The first 
response is...politics.  We have come full circle.  Most dressage judges, and especially the 
majority of judges at the Olympic Games, come from Europe.  You are not going to earn 
generous marks from these judges if they have seldom seen you ride or have never heard 
of you.  Ride well, ride often and  ride better each time in front of these judges and you 
will have at least one foot in the door.  The quality of your horse will determine the rest. 



 
In Germany, you will have the best chance to show off that quality.  The availability of 
competitions here is astounding.  On any given weekend in the year, I have the 
opportunity to start in shows from training to Grand Prix level somewhere in this country.  
And during the height of the outdoor season (May-September) I might have the choice of 
three to four shows within a 100km radius of my stable.   I might start at all of them on 
different days with horses of various levels.   
 
Besides getting a lot of exposure and feedback from so much showing, the very 
atmosphere of the shows in Germany is conducive to developing your concentration 
skills.  Large stadiums with a festive atmosphere, both indoor and out, can be 
intimidating to you and your horse.  Not to mention the distractions that might occur.  
 
On given occasions I have had one or more of the following appear in the arena or in 
close proximity to it during my dressage test:   landing airplane,  thundering passenger 
train, growling pack (2) of jack russells attacking a german shepherd, galloping pony 
dragging screaming rider,  scored goal in soccer complete with reaction of fans, evening 
show program of cowboys shooting indians from a covered wagon, 50 excited school 
children clamoring into the stands with lunch buckets, etc...  And some of these things 
occured at top ranked international shows!   
 
In addition to gaining experience and nerves of steel, there is a lot to be said for gaining 
them against the best in our sport.  If you want to become the best basketball player in the 
world, move to the US and shoot hoops every day against Michael Jordan.  If you want to 
become the best dressage rider in the world, get on a plane and compete against the likes 
of Werth, Salzgeber and Van Grunsven every weekend. 
 
The other appealing factor on this side of the ocean is HORSES.  Here you can pick and 
choose from the best dressage talent in the world.  From young horses to made horses, the 
quality of gaits, temperment and training are simply unsurpassable.  That doesn’t mean 
an exception can’t be found in the United States.  My point is that you can find 
exceptions in a very small geographical space over here.  Good horses are everywhere.   
Fact:  You will become the best rider you can be if you ride the best horses you can get 
your hands on.  Agassi did not win Wimbleton with his cousin’s old tennis racket. Nor 
did he train with it. Equipment counts.   
 



 
Haddad with a 7 year old hannoverian in 2003.  "Sir Sherlock JSC" is one of her current international prospects. 

 
 
Now that I have shared my point of view  after ten years in Germany (more on my story 
in the next article)  I should tell you that my goal is not only to one day make the US 
Olympic team, but to also be invited as a guest on The Tonight Show after the Games.  
Yes!  Jay Leno. I hope he is still alive by the time I pull this off. And I hope that after a 
few jokes to familiarize the audience with the essence of dressage, he asks me this: 
 
JAY:  So Catherine, you won an Olympic gold medal in a relatively obscure sport that 
nobody has heard of--is this a dream come true for you?  
CATHERINE:  No Jay, this was no dream.  It was a PLAN.  A plan that involved a lot 
of hard work, perseverance, help from my friends and sponsor, and most of all, ...a great 
horse. 
 
 
 
 
 


