
answers: What kind of a mover is the horse? What is his natural 
jumping ability? What is his aptitude to learn? But even at this 
early age, when a horse is just beginning its career, there is still 
a long 'developmental process ahead. Most don't become grand 

prix horses until they reach the age of 9 or 10. And in between, 
there's a great deal of risk involved. 

"At 5 years, you can start to make some guesses, but then 

you have a tremendously long road to get that horse from rough 
potential to finished product," says Madden. "It's like picking a 

kid right out of elementary school and banking on that kid 
playing in the NBA." Nevertheless, most people in the business 
look for a "hot-blooded" horse with plenty of energy and will 
- and a great deal of heart. "Still, they can easily tum into 
crazy horses," says Madden. "There is a fine line between a 

blood horse and a crazy horse, and you need a horse with an 
aptitude to learn." 

BEYOND NATURAL ATHLETICISM 

"Everything has to go right for a long time," says Burke. "You 

hope the horses are enjoying their work, that the rider and 
horse gel, and that the horse has the athleticism to progress up 
through the ranks." But there's so much more. Like people, 
every horse is a little bit different. Temperament is a big factor. 

Some horses need to be pressed harder to see how they react 
to a little bit of stress, while others require a slower build-up, 

one that establishes a solid foundation and a greater degree of 
confidence. Every rider is attracted to a particular style of 

horse. The "hot-blooded" horses tend to be more aggressive, 
which most riders prefer. On the other hand, some horses 
move slower but exhibit a great deal of power - or scope ­
and can handle the wide jumps well. "That's why you see grand 
prix horses in all shapes and sizes," says Burke. "There is no one 
model that works every time." 

Engel also points out the fact that the horse has to like its 

job - and that job is jumping. The horse should want to 
please you. "It's really just like a child," she says. "A child could 

have the highest IQ, but if he doesn't want to learn or do well, 

he will not accomplish much." This is where good training is 
really important. If the job becomes routine, the horse loses 
interest and becomes complacent. As some horses mature, it 
becomes obvious that they don't have the heart to continue 
jumping at the grand prix level. "Heart is something you don't 
know they have until they get older and you start to put pres­
sure on them," says Engle. 

Another factor to consider is the horse's health. If the orig­

inal assumptions were correct and the horse develops as 

expected, there's still the issue of keeping the animal healthy. 
Physical limitations are generally unpredictable, and they can 
occur at any time. Then there's the task of keeping the horse 
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free of injury, much of which is out of human control. 

Travel is another issue in a horse's success. Grand prix hors­
es travel all over the world, some putting in more frequent-flyer 

miles than an intemational business executive. As you might 

suspect, some horses adapt to the frequent travel better than 
others, and they are usually the horses that make it to the high­
er levels. A horse could have a ton of talent but not be able to 
cope with the stress of being shipped long distances or have dif­ 55 
ficulty adjusting to a new location week after week. 

Still, the primary factor that determines the success or 
failure of a grand prix horse is its disposition. Like a human ath­

lete, a horse's success has a lot to do with mental attitude. Some 
horses are simply too careful and don't want to touch the 

jumps. Other horses may exhibit strong character, perhaps a bit 
of a "bad boy" attitude with a naturally curious disposition. 

Although much of how a horse develops is beyond human 
control, training plays a big role. Through careful training and 
conditioning and proper care, the chances of developing a 
successful grand prix horse significantly increases. Even still, a 
horse can reach a plateau, or simply get off track. In fact, 

that's what usually happens. "We are shooting for stars, and 
mostly we miss," says Madden. "Ten percent of the horses win 

90 percent of the ribbons." 

When all is said and done, chOOSing a grand prix horse is 
not an exact science. Even when you choose a good horse, 
there are plenty of things that can go wrong along the way. But 
when everything happens as hoped, the rewards are exceed­
ingly spectacular. Like people, sometimes it just comes down 
to raw talent. "I could train 15 hours a day playing basketball, 
and I am not going to be Michael Jordan," says Madden. "It's 

the same with horses." ~ 
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