
PRESIDENT'S LETTER 
The Sport Needs More Confidence Building Cross-Country Courses 

This past weekend at the Walthour-Moss Foundation Horse Trials 
(March 1-3), I had the great satisfaction of sharing with over 200 other 
contestants the pleasure of jumping a superbly designed and con
structed cross-country course. That satisfaction and pleasure was 
clouded, though, by the realization that such courses are becoming 
far too rare in the United States. What made both the Preliminary and 
Intermediate courses excellent was a combination of several factors. 
Both courses were essentially straightforward, with good footing on 
the approaches. There were few fences which did not either lean 
slightly away from the approaching horses or have clearly defined 
ground lines. The distances in the combinations were forward, gallop
ing distances, not tight, difficult distances. The jumps were solidly 
made of pine logs, or brush, or bales of pine-straw, not spindly or 
flimsy. As a result, rider after rider finished the course fairly glowing 
with enthusiasm. "My horse gave me the round of his life." "My horse 
never jumped better." "What a blast it is to really run and jump." "This 
is what cross-country is really meant to be," and so on and so forth . 
One prominent international competitor who spends much of his 
time in England was heard to say that "This is what English courses 
are like. That's why their horses are so good in cross-country. They 
get confidence instead of punishment." 

As the American eventing community, we all have to take a 
really hard look at what we are dojng to our sport and to our horses 
and riders by building difficult, "Crappy, awkward cross-country courses 
which discourage positive, flowing, running and jumping. Now don't 
get me wrong. This idea should not be misconstrued, as some peo
ple do, as a license to race crazily at the jumps on the forehand, far 
too fast, and two thirds out of control. There is a world of difference 
between watching good riders ride forward in balance, with impul
sion tempered by control, and watching "kamikaze" dangerous riding. 
But good cross-country courses reward good, positive forward riding, 
while bad courses penalize good, positive forward riding. 
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Since there are m·er 200 USCTA recognized cross-country courses 
in this country, as well as many others which are unrecognized, it 
becomes Yery apparent that the USCTA needs to educate many of the 
designers of those courses so that they know how to build fences 
which reward good cross-country riding. I have the sense that far too 
many course designers see themselves as being in an adversarial rela
tionship with the competitors. They think, "What clever thing can 
I dream up that will be difficult for the horses and/or the riders in 
this event?" They don't see themselves as integral partners in the pro
cess of developing horses and riders by presenting them with fair, 
inviting, and well constructed obstacles. Horses and riders alike must 
develop confidence in order to progress. Confidence is built upon 
success, not failure. Especially at the lower levels, but really all through 
American eventing, it is critical that we get back to the realization that 
cross-country riding is based upon running and jumping, not rac
ing, chec)<ing, yanking and turning. I am not an advocate of making 
everything too easy, or eliminating difficulty or challenge. But there 
are ways to build hard tests which are fair, and ways which are damag
ing and punishing. Jack Le Goff used to say that he could build a course 
three feet high which no horse in the world could jump around. It 
is absolutely essential to our sport that the USCTA, through correct 
and orthodox education, provide the advice and guidance needed 
by course designers to help them bring horses and riders through 
the various levels in ways that, although challenging, are also safe, 
fair and encouraging. 

Footnote: The Walthour-Moss courses were designed by John Dillon, 
from Ireland. John gained much of his earlier experience as course 
builder for the Punches town CCI. In the past four years he has design
ed and built many courses in the USA and Canada, learning from and 
working with Neil Ayer and Mark Phillips and, this year, will be the 
course builder for the European Championships. 
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