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all the nostalgic
talk about event-
ing “back in the day,
columnist Doug Payne
argues that modern
cross-country courses
actually require much
more refined skill from
horses and riders. This
footage at a typical
advanced fence com-
bination, the Jersey
Shore Water Complex
at the 2011 Jersey
Fresh CCI** (N.J.),
shows how influential
these technical ques-
tions have become.

Was Eventing Really Better
“Back in the Day?”

As a member of the up-and-coming generation of advanced eventers, our
columnist hails the modern format and the horsemen it’s producing.

By DOUG PAYNE

I've heard a lot of people say over the
past few years that we're destroying the
sport of eventing as it once was.

The modern sport has, of course,
changed drastically over the past few
decades. The prevailing argument of the
last decade has been about how “the
short format” is unraveling the very
fabric of eventing, and we’ll never again
see the great horsemen of years past.

But I can't disagree more, because I
think we’re beginning to see proof to
the contrary before our very eyes. No,
eventing isn't what it once was—it’s
stronger and better than ever.

Let’s first address the vague accusa-
tion that modern riders can’t or won't
be the same caliber of horsemen as
those in the history books. In real-
ity, I think the top riders in the sport

today have more demands on them
than ever before, and they’re rising to
meet the challenges. They have to have
more refined skills than those that were
required in the past.

Many have argued that with the
elimination of the steeplechase phase
from eventing, the skills required to
jump fences at speed would be elimi-
nated as well. But I beg to differ.

In the past, advanced steeplechase
ran at 690 meters per minute and cross-
country at 570 mpm. A similar ratio
existed down to preliminary. Steeple-
chase ran at a near constant speed, and
riders wasted little time in balancing
horses for each jump. Cross-country
was also very open and galloping.

But modern cross-country courses
are so much more technical, with a
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much greater variety of fences and
complexes, that the variation in pace is
huge. Thanks to John Staples and the
U.S. Eventing Association GPS Speed
Study, we now know that modern rid-
ers go slower than 450 mpm in difficult
complexes such as coffins, water jumps
or turning options. Meanwhile on the
galloping sections of advanced courses,
they’re going more than 700 mpm.

So let’s take a closer look at the num-
bers. Horses and riders today will jump
at least 15 fences at speed every time
they head out of the start box. Con-
sidering that steeplechase would have
been run at most twice a year per horse,
at roughly 10 jumps each time, that’s
only 20 jumps per year at speed, and
that’s well below what riders are facing
today. So the argument that riders aren’t
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By sheer numbers, modern riders get
much more practice, and subsequently
their techniques will be more refined.
And it’s only the middle of the year!

In the vein of volume, I think it’s
important to acknowledge that yes, it’s
easier than ever to run horses into the
ground. If you wanted to, you could
find an event every weekend from
January until December. But the riders
who hand select which events to run
and make sure their horses are in peak
mental and physical condition are still
going to find lasting success. More than
ever before, that means the best horse-
men will rise to the top.

aren't fit enough or don’t have enough
Thoroughbred blood in them to cut it.

Conditioning of warmblood crosses
is more difficult, but regardless, they
should be as fit as they ever were in the
past. The modern courses ask a lot of
our horses, just in different ways than
typical long format courses. Youre no
longer looking for just a straight mara-
thon runner. You need to have a bit of a
sprinter bred into the modern athlete—
one who can handle tighter turns and
greater changes of pace.

The immeasurable benefit of this
format change is the reduction in
frequency of injuries. You don't see near
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Technology (N.Y.). This is his first
Between Rounds column.

the number of horses breaking down
on course. Sure, tendon and ligament
injuries will happen, but being that our
horses are no longer going for hours in
one outing, they tend to be less severe
in nature.

On Its Way Up

Horse and rider skill aside, the sport
is healthier than ever. It’s certainly
more popular than it has been in its
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