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UNITED STATES ICELANDIC HORSE CONGRESS • WWW.ICELANDICS.ORG

THE  
USIHC  
MISSION

The U.S. Icelandic Horse Congress is  

a member of FEIF (www.feif.org), the  

International Federation of Icelandic 

Horse Associations, representing the  

national Icelandic horse associations  

of 21 countries. FEIF governs competition 

activities and regulates the breeding and 

registration of Icelandic horses through-

out the world outside of Iceland.

The USIHC was formed in 1987 by  

representatives of the U.S. Icelandic  

Horse Federation and the International 

Icelandic Horse Association to meet  

the FEIF rule that only one association  

from each country is allowed to  

represent the breed. 

• To promote the knowledge of the 
Icelandic horse within the United 
States and its correct use as a com-
petition and riding horse.

• To keep a registry of purebred Ice-
landic horses in the United States.

• To facilitate communication among 
all USIHC members.

• To represent the United States in 
FEIF.
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As the owner or rider of an Icelandic 
horse, you chose a very special breed 
with its own culture and history. 

It is important to learn about the breed’s 
unique traits, capabilities, and needs, so 
that you and your Icelandic horse will have 
a happy relationship and it will live a healthy 
and long life. By joining the USIHC, you 
connect to a worldwide network of experts 
to help you care for, ride, train, breed, and 
learn more about your horse. 

The USIHC is the umbrella organi-
zation for 15 affiliated clubs: 14 regional 
clubs and an activity club for breeders and 
professional trainers. Our Registry links 
to WorldFengur, the worldwide database 
of all registered Icelandic horses (USIHC 
members have free access to WorldFengur), 
and we publish The Icelandic Horse Quarterly, 
maintaining an online archive of all issues 
since 2008. 

The USIHC sponsors scientific research 
on the Icelandic horse, helps promote the 
Icelandic horse at expos and through social 
media, supports educational seminars and 
events like the American Youth Cup, orga-
nizes leisure activities like the Sea 2 Shining 
Sea virtual ride, creates teaching tools like 
the Riding Badge Program, and offers prac-

tical and monetary support to organizers of 
shows and clinics.

The Icelandic horse has international 
competition rules: You can compete in the 
same classes and receive comparable scores 
in any FEIF member country. Likewise, the 
Icelandic horse is one of few breeds with 
international evaluation standards, so that 
breeding horses from all over the world are 
judged on the same 10 points of conforma-
tion and 10 ridden abilities. The USIHC 
sanctions sport and breeding shows that 
conform to FEIF rules.

The USIHC is responsible for the U.S. 
teams at the FEIF Icelandic Horse World 
Championships, the FEIF Youth Cup, and 
the FEIF Youth Camp. Through FEIF, the 
USIHC votes on rules and policies that affect 
the welfare of the Icelandic horse worldwide.

As a member of the USIHC, your dues 
and registration fees make all this possible. 
Our board members and committee chairs 
are all volunteers. As a member-driven 
organization, the USIHC grows stronger 
the more active and involved our members 
become. Please join us so that the USIHC 
can, as FEIF’s mission states, “bring people 
together in their passion for the Icelandic 
horse.”

W H Y  J O I N  T H E  U S I H C ?
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USIHC NEWS
2019 EVALUATIONS
Kara L. Noble reports: In the fall, 15 
Icelandic horses were assessed in two USI-
HC-sanctioned breed evaluations, 11 at the 
Cobleskill Fairgrounds in Cobleskill, NY 
on September 1-2, and four at Harmony 
Icelandics in Peru, IA on September 12-13.

In New York, Iceland’s chief judge 
and breeding leader Þorvaldur Kristjáns-
son and Icelandic breeding judge Arnar 
Bjarki Sigurðarson evaluated five domes-
tic-bred mares, three imported mares, 
two domestic geldings, and one imported 
gelding. Seven of the horses were evaluat-
ed for conformation only; four received 
full assessments for conformation and rid-
den ability. All of the horses scored first or 
second prize for conformation. The four 
horses that received full evaluations had 
also participated in the 2018 northeastern 
breed evaluation, and all showed improved 
scores this year. 

The highest judged horse in the New 
York show was Zophonías from Vinland, 
who was bred and trained by his owner, 
Martina Gates, and shown by Helga Una 
Björnsdóttir. Zophonías received scores of 
8.20 for conformation and 8.15 for ridden 
abilities. His total of 8.17 moves him into 
a tie for second-highest-judged domestic 
horse with the mare Osk from Helms Hill, 
also owned by Martina. 

Two riders also presented horses for 
unofficial scores at the New York show. 
With this option, conformation scores are 
official and are entered into the inter-
national WorldFengur database. Ridden 
ability scores, however, remain private, 
which allows riders who are new to breed 
evaluations to develop their skills and gives 

young horses a chance to gain experience 
before being ridden for scores that will 
be entered into their permanent records. 
Richard Davis rode two of his horses, 
Framtið from Solheimar and Nátthrafn 
from Solheimar, for unofficial scores, as 
did trainer Jana Meyer, who showed the 
mares Æsa from Silver Maple and Nikolína 
from Vinland.

The New York Evaluation was orga-
nized by Martina Gates and and Sigrún 
Brynjarsdóttir with support from U.S. 
Breeding Leader Sherry Hoover. A cadre 
of volunteers, including Shannon Fitz-
gerald, Amy Goddard (who organized a 
fabulous catered lunch), Heleen Heyning, 
Jana Meyer, Ron and Sherry Hoover, Leah 
and Grace Greenberger, Cindy Dunne 
(who also designed the show program), 
Millie Angelina, and Kara Noble (who 
coordinated data entry and administrative 
details), helped ensure that the event ran 
smoothly. Thanks are also in order for 
Jessica Haynsworth, who was compelled to 
do a last-minute DNA test for her gelding, 
Bogi frá Efri-Rauðalæk, to comply with 
new FEIF requirements imposed by a rule 
change made just weeks before the show.

The Iowa Breed Evaluation was 
organized by Virginia Lauridsen at her 
farm, Harmony Icelandics, in conjunction 
with the Toppur Sport Horse Show. Sherry 
Hoover supervised data entry. Chief judge 
Elsa Albertsdóttir (Iceland) and interna-
tional breeding judge Heimir Gunnars-

son (Sweden) evaluated four mares, two 
domestic bred and two imported from 
Iceland. All were judged first or second 
prize for conformation; three were judged 
second prize for ridden ability.

Baldursbrá from Winterhorse Park, 
bred by Barbara and Dan Riva, owned by 
Lori and Sharron Cretney, and shown by 
Terral Hill, was the highest judged horse 
at the Iowa show: Baldursbrá ranked first 
prize for conformation with a score of 8.06 
and second prize for ridden ability with a 
score of 7.67; her total score was 7.83.

Two owners rode their own horses in 
the evaluation: Stephanie Surbey pre-
sented Rúna from Westerley and Virginia 
Lauridsen showed Koldimm frá Miðási.

The Iowa show also included a sem-
inar, allowing participants to learn more 
about breeding-related resources. On 
Thursday, the judges lectured on breeding 
goals, then offered comments and insights 
to participants in a mock evaluation. On 
Friday, they explained the BLUP (Best 
Linear Unbiased Prediction) breeding 
algorithm and discussed how to use World-
Fengur, the online Icelandic studbook.

Coordinating and running a breed 
evaluation is a time-consuming and expen-
sive process, and Martina Gates said it was 
“a true miracle that this year’s organizers 
were able pull together two breed shows 
with so few horses.” 

“I realized early on that we would 
have very few horses presented for evalu-

Zophonías from Vinland (US2012104637) was the highest judged horse at the New York breeding 
show, with a total score of 8.17. Here he poses with judges Þorvaldur Kristjánsson and Arnar Bjarki 
Sigurðarson, his rider, Helga Una Björnsdóttir, and his owner and breeder, Martina Gates (kneeling).

Carrie Brandt presents Mirra frá Kambi 
(US2010205339) for conformation judging at 
the Iowa breeding show.
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ation and organizing a breed evaluation 
would need to be a ‘labor of love,’ done 
for the experience and educational op-
portunities,” said Virginia. “We have very 
few evaluations in the U.S. In Iceland, if 
a horse is not quite ready, it can likely be 
evaluated a few weeks later, but here you 
probably have to wait at least a year for 
another opportunity.” Because they are 
rare, each U.S. breed evaluation is critical 
to the health and vitality of the Icelandic 
horse breed. 

The organizers of both shows 
emphasized how grateful they were for 
the support of the USIHC, its affiliated 
regional clubs, and dedicated Icelandic 
horse enthusiasts from across the country 
as they prepared for and ran these two 
breed shows.

Martina and Sigrún particularly 
appreciate the financial and administrative 
help they received from the members of 
the Northeast Icelandic Horse Club (NEI-
HC) and everyone who donated through 
the GoFundMe campaign or purchased 
items in the online auction. 

Virginia is similarly grateful to Harmo-
ny Icelandics trainer Guðmundur Skúla-
son, U.S. Breed Leader Sherry Hoover, 
Deb Cook (for entering scores into World-
fengur), and Toppur Icelandic Horse Club 
members Cindy Niebuhr, Liz Appel, and 
Kirby Antisdel for their assistance.

The organizers of both shows also 
want to acknowledge the hard work of the 
trainers, owners and breeders who sent 
horses to the show. “We could not have 
pulled off these shows without them,” said 
Martina. “The people who produce and 
train horses and then have them evaluat-

ed are crucial to keeping a healthy, vital 
Icelandic horse in the U.S.”

For more details about breed evalu-
ations, see “Bringing Back Breed Evalua-
tions” in Issue Four 2018 of the Quarterly.

SEA 2 SHINING SEA
Janet Mulder reports: Sea 2 Shining Sea is a 
virtual trail ride organized by the USIHC 
Leisure Riding Committee. The current 
ride, following the Pony Express and 
Butterfield Overland Mail routes, will 
conclude at the end of December 2019. 
The riders keep an active Facebook page, 
where they share photos and stories of 
their experiences riding Icelandic horses 
in the U.S. Each month one is randomly 
chosen as “Rider of the Month.” 

June’s Rider of the Month was Raven 
Flores of Wisconsin. Raven owns two Ice-
landics: Huginn frá Þorkelshóli (25 years 
old) and Rothadis from Tolthaven (18). 
Raven joined the virtual ride, she said, 
because “It’s fun to be part of a cyber trail 
ride with other Icelandic horse owners.” 
Her goals are to be healthy enough to 
keep riding into her senior years. “The 
best part of trail riding,” she said, “is seeing 
the partnership that I have with my amaz-
ing horse, Rothadis. Rothadis is a phenom-
enal Breed Ambassador, she’s out hitting 
the trails and showing other horse owners 
what a great breed we are blessed to ride.”

The July Rider of the Month was 
Sandie Weaver of California. She owns 
three Icelandics: Aska frá Hófsstöðum, 
Birta frá Brúnastöðum, and Sara frá 
Rauðamel. “I became interested in Sea 2 
Shining Sea after participating in FEIF’s 
virtual rides to the World Championships 

and Landsmot,” she said. “I knew it would 
be a lot of fun. I enjoy trail riding because 
I forget what time it is, what day it is, what 
month it is... I just notice nature all around 
me. I thought the Pony Express theme 
was very clever and I recently checked out 
a book from the library about the histo-
ry of the Pony Express.” Her goals, she 
admitted, “are to simply get my horses and 
myself out and to keep moving. The total 
number of years of my horses and myself 
equal 138, so the phrase ‘move it or lose it’ 
definitely applies to us.”

Asked about her life with Icelandics, 
Sandie explained, “In December 1999, our 
daughter’s equestrian 4-H group went to 
Night of the Horses in Del Mar, CA. After-
ward, we talked with the Icelandic horse 
importer and he invited us out for a trail 
ride. We started going every three weeks 
for the next six months. The next July 
we went on a riding trip to Iceland with 
him. We had no intention of buying any 
horses, and we came home with two. 

“Over the past 19 years, we have 
ridden in parades, in USIHC shows, gone 
camping, ridden in clinics, ridden on 
the beach, and ridden on a wine-tasting 
tour. Our horses were used for a short 
time in a school for beginner riders. Aska 
was also used for charity causes. Anyone 
who donated $25 (or more) to a chil-
dren’s cause—church youth group, school 
program, children’s hospital, etc.—got a 
one-hour lesson on Aska. She earned over 
$5,000 for children’s causes.

“Our horses are 31, 26, and 24, and 
I don’t know how much longer they will 
be with us, but I am super grateful to the 
USIHC for sponsoring such a fun program 
that we can still participate in.”

The August Rider of the Month was 
Lisa McKeen of Washington. Lisa also 
owns three Icelandics: Salina from Evans 
Farm, Elska from Extreme Farm, and 
Bjarki from Extreme Farm. “I love the 
Sea 2 Shining Sea program because it is a 
means to connect Icelandic horse owners 
and riders across the U.S. My goals are to 
keep healthy, happy horses and to spend 
time with them every day. Trail riding is a 
way to provide interest and variety to hors-
es who are naturally curious and like to 
move forward. Trail riding is where great 
training happens, in novel settings so that 
the brains of both horses and riders don’t 
go numb.”

Lisa also gives lessons and provides 
Icelandics for people to try out. “We love 

Lisa McKeen, the S2SS Rider of the Month for August, poses with Elska, Sali, and Bjarki. Photo by Willa 
Herndon-Schepper.
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to do parades and exhibits,” she said.  
“Clinics are fun too. Elska drives, and 
the cart is a nice change from riding. I 
generally pony one horse when I go out, 
so some of the trail work is without a rider. 
Finally, I’m learning about Intrinzen and 
liking the relationship building it provides, 
as well as the physical benefits for the 
horses’ bodies and mine.”

NEW BOARD MEMBERS
The USIHC Board of Directors will 
welcome three new members in January 
2020: Virginia Lauridsen, Martin Nielsen, 
and Lucy Nold. The Election Commit-
tee received three nominations by the 
October 1 deadline and, since three spots 
were open, no election was called. Each 
new board member will serve a three-year 
term. Below are their bios:

Virginia Croskery Lauridsen is the owner 
of Harmony Icelandics, LLC in Truro, 
IA; she has been involved with Icelandic 
horses since 2013, when she imported four 
from Iceland. Harmony Icelandics now 
boasts a FEIF-sanctioned oval track and 
breeding track and has hosted shows, eval-
uations, and clinics. Virginia has become 
very active in the breeding, training, and 
sales of Icelandic horses. She has complet-
ed the first three levels of the Knapamerki 

We arrived in Berlin on August 1. After 
the first vet check at the entrance, we 
were allowed to move our horses into 
the stables. Friday was the only day 
for free training: We were able to ride 
on both the training and competition 
tracks to get the horses used to the 
grandstands, VIP tent, judging tents 
and so on.

Saturday through Monday we had 
scheduled training time with Team 
Canada. Music was playing and the big 
video screens were on, which gave us 
the chance to get our horses used to 
the sound and motion.

On Sunday, after the Fit to 
Compete Check, the Opening Cere-
monies took place: The teams were 
introduced, speeches were given, the 
relay riders entered, and the baton 
was handed from the Dutch rider to 
the German rider to officially start the 
World Championships in Berlin. The 
famous Icelandic singer Helgi Björns 
performed live, singing a song he had 
written especially for this event.

Tuesday was the first really excit-
ing day, as we rode in V1 Four Gait. 
Feykir and I finished with a mark of 
6.43 and ended in the top half (19th 
place). 

Wednesday gave us the chance to 
prepare for our T2 Loose Rein Tölt 
class. The scheduled trainings were 

over, but it was possible to train on the 
competition track in the early morning 
or late at night. The training track and 
two dressage tracks were open for free 
training all day long. Due to the long 
way from the entrance to the team 
area, as well as from the team area 
to the oval track, my phone said we 
walked between 19 and 25 miles every 
day. I guess that kept us fit! Feykir and 
I finished our T2 program with 7.03, 
in a tie for 11th place. When Magnús 
Skúlason withdrew, we received a spot 
in the B-Finals!

Being allowed to enter the track 
for a final at the World Champion-
ships is truly something special. All 
the cheering and applauding of the 
audience is something you will never 
forget. The crowd was so much more 
“on” during the finals, and it was easy 
to feel that this was a special honor. 
We had a lot of fun and stayed focused 
until the end, finishing with a score of 
6.79. 

Representing the United States in 
the finals made me especially happy. 
I thank the USIHC for this chance, 
and I will continue always doing my 
best to make our team and country 
proud. I also want to thank my groom 
for the best support Feykir and I could 
wish for and Stephan Wolfstädter for 
his help as team leader, mentor, and 
trainer.

WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS 2019     By Jenny Melville, U.S. Team Member

Raven (Nancy) Flores was the S2SS Rider of the 
Month for June.
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program and all of the USIHC Riding 
Badge levels. Previous horse experience 
includes being owner of a large hunter/
jumper barn, the administrator for a Pony 
Club Riding Center, and a competitor on 
the show jumping “A” circuit.

 Virginia is passionate about the Ice-
landic breed. She was instrumental in the 
founding of Toppur Icelandic Horse Club, 
which has grown from five members to 37 
in just three years. Virginia regularly serves 
as a breed ambassador, having exhibited 
her horses at the Iowa Horse Fair, the 
Midwest Horse Fair, and the International 
Omaha. She is also an active competitor, 
and took home the gold in T1 with her 
stallion Gosi frá Lambastöðum at Léttle-
iki Icelandics in 2017. She also competes 
in first-level dressage with her Icelandic 
gelding Herkules from Dalalif. Virginia is 
a classical singer by training and has per-
formed throughout the U.S., Europe, and 
Asia. She currently serves on the USIHC 
Education and Breeding committees. Pre-
vious service includes Regional Club and 
Leisure Riding committees. By joining the 
Board, Virginia hopes to extend the pres-
ence of the Icelandic breed throughout 
the United States and to increase opportu-
nities for riders in the Icelandic communi-
ty through regional collaboration.

Martin Nielsen writes: Icelandic horses 
have been my life for the past 40 years, 
ever since my father bought the first horse 
for my mother. That led to the entire 
family becoming engaged in the growing 
Icelandic horse community in Denmark at 
the time. One horse led to two, which led 
to a few more, and then a foal. Suddenly, 
we had a stud farm, and my mother ran a 
riding school. I grew up with horse shows 
on the weekend, teaching lessons every 
afternoon, and Icelandic horse camps 
every summer. I have been involved 
with organizing all kinds of horse shows, 
ranging from tiny club shows with 20 par-
ticipants to national, Nordic, and World 
Championships. I served as main announc-
er at several World Championships and 
one Landsmót. I served on the selection 
committee for the Danish National Team 
for two years. As a happy amateur, I have 
been a frequent competitor at shows and 
did spend a significant time in Iceland 
training and shoeing horses back in what 
seems like ancient times. Above all, I enjoy 
a good trail ride on a good horse—pref-
erably five-gaited! I just have the Icelandic 
horse spirit in my blood and cannot imag-

ine a life without these critters.
I moved to the U.S. in 2011 with my 

family to pursue a job opportunity as a 
research scientist at the Gluck Equine 
Research Center at the University of Ken-
tucky, as I am a veterinarian by training 
and hold a Ph.D. in equine parasitology. 
We have been fortunate to have been able 
to continue our life with Icelandic horses 
due to the activities offered by Léttleiki 
and Taktur here in central Kentucky. The 
Icelandic horse community in the United 
States is absolutely wonderful, and it 
reminds me in many ways of the pioneer-
ing spirit that existed in Denmark when I 
grew up. After eight years here, I feel it is 
time to give back to this community. I feel 
I have a few things to bring to the table. 
Lifelong experience with Icelandic horses, 
and perhaps also some historic perspec-
tive, as well as substantial show-organiz-
ing experience. But above all, I remain 
fundamentally enthusiastic about the 
Icelandic horse and what it means to all of 
us in everyday life. And, of course, parasite 
control. Very important!

Lucy Nold grew up in California, where 
she rode Icelandic horses from a very 
young age. She began breeding, training, 
and competing as a teenager and received 
many National Ranking awards in various 
classes over the years. At 14, she attended 
the FEIF Youth Cup in Switzerland; in 
2014, she was the U.S. team leader for the 
FEIF Youth Cup in Iceland. She is dedi-
cated to supporting youth riders and, as a 
trainer and teacher, has enjoyed helping 
many young riders achieve their goals. 

Lucy earned a B.S. in Animal Science, 
with a specialization in equines, from the 
University of California, Davis. After finish-
ing her degree, she moved to the Pacific 
Northwest, where she owns and manages 
Five-Gait Farm, a full service training and 
breeding operation. Lucy is also a USI-
HC Sport Judge B and rode one of her 
stallions to become the highest evaluated 
U.S.-bred four-gaited stallion in America in 
2018. Lucy is very dedicated to developing 
our Icelandic horse community here in 
the U.S. and growing the enthusiasm for 
this wonderful, versatile breed. 

BOARD MEETINGS
The USIHC Board of Directors met by 
conference call on July 9, September 
10, and October 8; there was no August 
meeting due to the World Championships. 
Complete minutes, including the monthly 

Treasurer’s and Secretary’s reports, can be 
found online at www.icelandics.org/bod/
minutes. USIHC members are encouraged 
to listen in on the board meetings. The 
agenda and information on how to call 
in are posted on the USIHC website the 
weekend before.

In addition to topics already report-
ed on, this quarter the board discussed 
options on sharing the Quarterly with 
members of the Canadian Icelandic 
Horse Federation, procedures for get-
ting sanctioned events listed on the new 
USIHC website’s calendar, the progress 
of the FEIF English speaking education 
collaborative group, applications for the 
2020 FEIF Youth Cup, planning for 2020 
FEIF breeding shows, the development 
of a new route for the 2020 Sea 2 Shining 
Sea virtual ride, assisting with the printing 
and distribution of the Knapamerki Riding 
Levels books in the U.S., and creation of 
an online list for riders regarding their 
sanctioned show class eligibility. Before 
the next World Championships, the Sport 
Committee will develop a sport code of 
conduct agreement that will include social 
media. Finally, two candidates, Maile Beh-
ringer and Mackenzie Pittman (Durbin) 
were approved to represent the U.S. at the 
4th FEIF Young Leaders Event, held in the 
Netherlands on November 22-24.

Sandie Weaver was the S2SS Rider of the 
Month for July.
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FEIF NEWS

LEISURE RIDING 
More than any other department, the lei-
sure portfolio discloses the strengths and 
challenges faced by the ambitious project 
that is FEIF, and our stated mission of 
uniting people in their passion for the 
Icelandic horse. 

It is (relatively) easy to bring togeth-
er sport riders, who are driven by demon-
strating their skills and those of their 
horses, in competition with others. It is 
also (relatively) easy to bring together 
breeders with the shared goal of protect-
ing and improving the breed. Youth work 
focuses on a clearly defined group, and 
training trainers to the highest possible 
shared standards is completely goal-ori-
entated. 

But what about the rest of us?
In 1998, FEIF invited a new member 

to the board with the responsibility of 
looking after leisure riding. However, 
very quickly this new director saw himself 
faced with an impossible task. On the 
one hand, leisure riders make up by 
far the greatest proportion of Icelandic 
horse riders; on the other hand, almost 
by definition, leisure riders do not like 
to be organized, to follow rules, and to 
track a set of competitive goals. 

Is it not one of the greatest pleasures 
to take your horse out into nature alone, 
tune into your environment, and leave 
everything else behind? And, at moments 
when we seek greater social engagement, 
to go out in (organized) group rides? 
And is that not more easily done at local 
or regional level? How then would a de-

partment of pleasure riding function on 
an international level? 

Very soon, the attention turned to 
education, by what is meant the training 
of trainers, and the need for a compara-
ble standard across the Icelandic horse 
world; the FEIF Education Department 
was born in 2002.

In 2012, the FEIF Board started the 
Leisure Riding Department again. This 
time the focus was less on literally bring-
ing together non-competitive riders in 
joint events, but rather on providing ser-
vices to the sector. This included projects 
regarding maps and long-distance routes 
and, of course, the work on the Riding 
Horse Profile, identifying strengths and 
areas for development in individual hors-
es so as to find the best horse to match 
the needs and preferences of a buyer.

But what about “uniting people” at 
the international FEIF level?

The 21st century has not removed 
physical distances and only makes fum-
bling attempts in overcoming language 
barriers. But communication technol-
ogy is making a huge difference in our 
ability to meet this FEIF goal. With that 
in mind, the virtual ride (see https://
www.feif.org/LeisureRiding/Virtual-
Ride.aspx) and the newly launched FEIF 
Instagram initiative (@feiforg) will help 
share our pleasure in the Icelandic horse, 
will motivate us to come together at big 
occasions such as the World Champion-
ships or Landsmót, and encourage us to 
use those opportunities to turn virtual 
contacts into real friends. The future will 

tell.
“Hello Hella” is the name of the 8th 

FEIF virtual ride, which takes us to Hella, 
Iceland, home to the next Landsmót, 
the most important competition of the 
Icelandic horse in Iceland, to be held 
July 6-12, 2020. If you cannot participate 
in the real relay rides, why not join the 
virtual ride?

Participants start from home—wher-
ever that is—and keep a record of all 
time spent in the saddle, collecting the 
kilometers to take you in the direction 
of Hella. The ride started on August 12, 
2019, but you can join any time. From 
that date onwards, you take a note of—
and add up—all miles/km you spend in 
the saddle hacking out. Every month you 
send in your total ridden kilometers, and 
your personal total distance is displayed 
on a common scoreboard. You will  be 
astonished to see how far we all get. 

Depending on where you live, the 
distance to Iceland may be quite daunt-
ing. This is why riders may form a team, 
and add their ridden distances together 
to get to the destination. The size of the 
team is somewhat determined by the 
total distance you have to achieve, and 
additional riders can join in at any time. 
Also remember, our horses are social 
creatures—they love good company. 
Team work is half the work, and shared 
fun is double the fun! It’s free, it’s fun, 
and you never know who you will meet 
on the way! Follow this link for further 
explanations, and the free registration: 
https://feif-virtual.weebly.com/
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YOUTH WORK
Those involved with young people know 
that the new generation does things dif-
ferently: They use a different language, 
they engage with different media, and 
most of all, young people everywhere are 
striving to do things better. Youth work 
is important to all organizations within 
FEIF: We want to promote good horse-
manship skills, we want to encourage 
openness and curiosity in how things 
are done in different countries, and in a 
world of conflict and deep suspicion of 
strangers, we need to meet and learn to 
listen to others. 

Furthermore, we want to ensure the 
future development of the FEIF world, 
led by people with experience, insight, 
and a shared vision.

Normally, when organizing an event 
such as a summer camp, or training 
events for children and young people, 
the ground work is done locally, region-
ally, or nationally. At the international 
level there are endless issues with costs, 
language, liability, transport, finding a 
date, and the list goes on. But a problem 
is only a problem if you cannot find a 
solution.

In that spirit, FEIF Youth Work 
began in 1988 with a FEIF Youth Camp 
held in the Netherlands, which has 
continued ever since in alternate years. 
The event is non-competitive, and par-
ticipants do not bring their own horses. 
Instead the focus is on collaboration, 
making friends across the Icelandic 
horse world, and learning about the 
(horse) culture of the host nation. 

In 1995 the first international FEIF 
Youth Cup was held in Luxembourg. The 
FEIF Youth Cup is an elite international 
sporting event, which happens every two 
years. Interested young people need to 
qualify at home, and some travel great 
distances to participate in a week spent 
in serious training and friendly competi-
tion. The development of top sport riders 
is mainly a national responsibility, but it 
becomes an international concern in the 
World Championships, where since 2013 
there is a special award for young riders, 
complete with the title of Young Rider 
World Champion of a given discipline.

In spite of the fact that develop-
ments in social media and the internet 
have opened up great opportunities 
for collaborative work without borders, 
it is still true that effective youth work 
needs to be done on the ground, with 
real people and real horses. This is why 
since 2006, FEIF has recognized and 
also honored the effort and imaginative 
work of countless trainers, volunteers 
and parents with the FEIF Youth Country 
of the Year Award. Important for this 
prize is not the number of events that are 
organized, but the originality and effec-
tiveness of wonderful initiatives some of 
which might be happening near you.

Taking into consideration the 
great many children and young peo-
ple involved with the Icelandic horse 
worldwide, the number of participants in 
FEIF events is tiny. It is neither practical 
nor realistic to aim to involve all kids in 
international events. But what has hap-
pened, particularly in the last 10 years, is 

that national associations have taken up 
the ideas of FEIF and created events run 
very much along the lines of the FEIF ini-
tiatives. That is a great development! At 
FEIF Youth Work, we take being copied 
as a compliment. This is also true of the 
Young Leaders’ seminars that started in 
2016, with the aim of bringing together 
and provide training and opportunities 
for (self-) development of our young 
volunteers and future co-workers.

Where do we go from here? There 
are moves ahead to invite young adults 
into all committees to participate and 
contribute to the work of FEIF. At the 
proud age of 50, it is time to prepare 
a new generation to take FEIF into a 
healthy and positive future.
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CLUB UPDATES

There are 14 Regional Clubs and one Activity 
Club affiliated with the U.S. Icelandic Horse 
Congress. To find the Regional Club nearest 
you, see the USIHC website at www.icelandics.
org. The following clubs filed updates on their 
activities this quarter.

ALASKA

by Denise Chythlook

Falling in love with Alaska summers 
is easy most years, but between record 
heat and massive wildfires, Alaska was a 
temperamental place to live this year. In 
spite of that, the Alaska Icelandic Horse 
Association (AIHA) took full advantage 
of the brief summer months by hosting 
demos, a Steinar Sigurbjörnsson clinic, 
a Trausti Þór Guðmundsson Tölt in Har-
mony (now FEIF Figures) clinic, several 
Janet Mulder mini clinics, a young horse/
breeding education day, a youth camp, a 
schooling show, and a USIHC-sanctioned 
sport show to cap off the season. 

Tölt Alaska, our AIHA youth group 
led by Janet Mulder (FEIF International 
Trainer Level 1), had a very busy summer 
starting with a drill team demonstra-
tion at Anchorage’s Equifest, an annual 
multi-discipline horse celebration. The 

young club members, ages 8-17, then 
held a successful camp, with 13 riders 
learning basic horsemanship, farm 
management, trail riding, archery, swim-
ming, and riding skills. The youth club 
also sent three riders to the North Amer-
ican Youth Cup: Wells Wappett, Robyn 
Schmutz, and Karli Schmutz attended; 
Ella Chythlook qualified but was unable 
to attend. 

The AIHA Schooling Show, hosted 
by Arctic Arrow Farms with Lucy Nold 
as judge, was well attended and gave our 
club members a chance to train for the 
Second Annual AIHA Sanctioned Show, 
also hosted by Arctic Arrow Farms; Pétur 
Jökull Hákonarson judged 26 horse/rid-
er combinations at the sanctioned show. 
The show not only capped our season, it 
gave club members a more comprehen-
sive view of how the Icelandic horse has 
progressed in Alaska. Show participants 
achieved personal best scores, and the 
youth club members demonstrated that 
the AIHA’s future is bright. 

The AIHA’s summer of 2019 truly 
showcased the many disciplines in which 
our members excel. Mounted archery 
(see the article in this issue), leisure 

riding, dressage, pony club, 4H, long-dis-
tance riding, and equine therapy, along 
with showing and Figures, are just some 
of the ways the Icelandic horse is thriving 
in Alaska.  

FLUGNIR 

By Jackie Alschuler

Members of Tölt Alaska, the youth group of the Alaska Icelandic Horse Association, pose at the end of their summer camp. Photo by Robyn Schmutz.

Flugnir Club members enjoying the fall trail 
ride weekend at Tolthaven. Photo by Susy 
Oliver.
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Our members were busy this summer 
with clinics with Carrie Lyons-Brandt at 
Aslan’s Country Icelandics in Proctor, 
MN in July and Tolthaven Icelandics in 
Pelican Rapids, MN in August. In Sep-
tember, Susy Oliver and her family host-
ed a fall trail ride weekend at Tolthaven, 
with two days of riding at nearby Maple-
wood State Park, archery on horseback 
at the farm, and a campfire cookout. 
Everyone had a wonderful time and all 
resolved to make it an annual event.

One Flugnir youth member, Susan-
na Loftness, attended the North Ameri-
can Youth Cup in Trout Lake, WA in July 
and filed the following report:

“The North American Youth Cup 
was an amazing learning experience, 
but an even better place to build life-
long friendships. My experience there 
was a blast, and I plan on being part of 
the next Youth Cup. I had no idea what 
was in store for me at the beautiful Red 
Feather Icelandic horse farm. There were 
four teams: green, purple, blue, and red. 
I was part of the red team and very excit-
ed about the week ahead.

“On the first day, everyone got 
together and played icebreaker games on 
the back lawn. At the same time, students 
were called to the barn to try horses. The 
trainers decided to put me on Kraftur, 
but changed to Vikingur after a couple 
of lessons.

“On Monday, each team got together 
to make up their team name and cheer. 
Our name was the Red-Hot Filly Peppers 
and we ended up winning the Team 

Spirit award. I had my first lesson in the 
arena and then watched a demonstration 
on mounted archery and liberty work. My 
favorite part was when Caeli got her liber-
ty horse, Sóldís, to sit down like a dog.

“On Tuesday, Wednesday, and 
Thursday each person had two riding 
lessons. We watched a presentation of the 
Icelandic horse’s gaits as well. The four 
trainers and the judge explained how 
they first got into Icelandic horses and 
into horses in general, and shared their 
educations.

“On Friday, everyone went on a very 
exciting whitewater rafting adventure. 
We drove about seven miles, put on gear, 
and then got into our boats and paddled 
along the White Salmon River. There 
were Class 4 and one Class 5 waterfalls. 
Later we climbed a 20-foot cliff, with 
the option to jump into the river, which 
of course I did. Jumping into 38-degree 
water from 20 feet was pretty cool!

“Saturday and Sunday were show 
days, and both days went smoothly. At the 
awards ceremony on Sunday, I remem-
ber thinking how the end of Youth Cup 
came too quickly. It took me a couple 
of days to stop crying about leaving my 
amazing week at camp, but I can still text 
and see most people from camp through 
technology. My experience at the Youth 
Cup was truly amazing, and I plan to go 
back in 2021. To anyone else near my age 
in the horse world, I highly recommend 
that you come with me. A big thank you 
to everyone who donated so I could have 
this experience of a lifetime.”  

FRIDA

By Suzi McGraw

It was a quiet summer for the Frida Club 
this year in terms of organized activities, 
but that didn’t stop our members from 
getting together to ride informally and to 
pursue learning opportunities provided 
by others. Several members attended 
Knapamerki clinics and completed one 
or more levels with success.

The club is grateful to member 
Antje Freygang for bringing German 
master-trainer Nicole Kempf to the U.S. 
to help riders and trainers throughout 
the country expand their skills. Nicole 
is an internationally certified judge and 
holds the highest credentials in train-
ing Icelandic horses. She has competed 
at the World Championships and is in 
constant demand as a clinician through-
out Europe. In early September, Nicole 
worked with members of the Frida club at 
Montaire Icelandics in Middleburg, VA. 
She gave private lessons, worked indi-
vidually with horses, and led a two-day 
clinic, during which she gave a ridden 
demonstration showing how she works to 
refine each of the gaits in a training ses-
sion. The clinic participants and auditors 
also watched Nicole work with four young 
Icelandic horses as they were introduced 
to a longeline for the first time. The 
youngsters took it all in stride, showing a 
cooperative willingness to learn.   

Millie Angelino and Pat Carballo 
represented our club drill team at the 
Tuckahoe Equestrian Center’s Celebra-

Susanna Loftness reports on her experience 
at the North American Youth Cup in the Flugnir 
Club’s update, below. Photo by Steve Loftness.

Nicole Kempf and Suzi McGraw introduce Skorri from Windsong to a saddle for the first time at 
the Frida Club’s clinic. Photo by Melissa Pyle.
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tion of the Horse in Maryland. They 
participated in a parade of breeds and 
then performed a pas de deux to music. 
The audience responded enthusiastically. 
Many chatted with the riders and some 
indicated interest in coming to watch our 
fall show, held at Montaire in Virginia on 
October 26-27.  

GLITFAXA 

by Gabriele Meyer

Our Glitfaxa members spent their 
summer either out on our area’s beau-

tiful trails, or they traveled far. Nicki 
Esdorn and Pia Tucker trailered across 
the San Francisco Bay to participate in 
the Sæstaðir USIHC-sanctioned Fall 
show in Santa Cruz, CA. Nicki rode her 
two mares, Álfrún frá Hrafnsstöðum 
and Jenný from Thor Icelandics, in the 
new Gaeðingafimi classes. She reports: 
“Gaeðingafimi is Icelandic freestyle 
dressage with music, designed to show 
the flow and harmony between horse 
and rider, and, of course, the beauty and 
personality of the horse. My mares are 
very different horses; one is five-gaited 
and fiery, the other four-gaited and 
elegant. So my coach, Laura Benson, and 
I devised two very different freestyles. It 
was so much fun, and we did well! Laura 
rode her golden stallion Lykill frá Stóra-
Ási to a very beautiful, flowy dancelike 
program; their performance gave me 
goosebumps. Gaeðingafimi Levels 1 and 
2 are still demonstration classes, but 
will hopefully become sanctioned by the 
USIHC next year.”

Pia Tucker brought Jenný’s 
half-brother, Rauði-Gandi from Dalalif 
(aka Red), to the show. She recounts, “I 
went to the Sæstaðir show to expand my 
horizons in all things Icelandic horse. 
The show committee, their friends, 
spouses, etc., did a great job! The show 
was well organized and had great cama-
raderie. Comments by judge Will Covert 
were helpful and constructive. Laura 

Benson had made herself available for 
lessons the day before, and that went a 
long way toward demystifying all the vari-
ous V’s and F’s, although clearly Red and 
I have a way to go before we are fluent 
in ‘show speak.’ The new Gaeðingafimi 
freestyle was interesting, in how everyone 
put their own spin on it; it was definitely 
an inspiring class that I would like to 
attempt again.” 
Our “very far travelers” were Julie Ryan 
and Henriette Bruun, who independent-
ly went to Berlin to watch the Icelandic 
Horse World Championships. The horse 
stadium must have been huge and crowd-
ed, because Julie and Henriette managed 
to not bump into each other, and found 
out about their club mate being there 
only when we prepared this report.

Both loved the event. Julie reports: “I 
was in Berlin for the event in 2013 as 
well, and this year’s event appeared to 
be quite a bit larger. The stands were 
full, and there seemed to be many more 
vendors. I loved walking around and 
watching the practice rides going on at 
the various tracks. I really enjoyed the 
wonderful musical ride performed by 16 
young riders and done to an energetic 
tölt. The music was from Mary Poppins, 
the costumes were beautiful, and the 
crowd loved it!”

Henriette chimes in: “My travels 
this summer in Europe took me to 
Berlin the same weekend as the World 
Championship B-finals took place in 
Berlin-Karlshorst. It was very easy to 
get to the event from the city and it was 

Glitfaxa members Lisa Herbert, Wendy Taylor, 
and Nicki Esdorn (left to right) on a long trail 
ride at Point Reyes National Park in California. 

At the Sæstaðir Sanctioned Fall show in San-
ta Cruz, Jenný from Thor Icelandics is ready 
to enter the ring for the Gaedingarfimi 1 class. 
Photo by Eleanor Anderson.

Hestafolk member Susan Porter Johnson 
with her mares, Lucy from Extreme Farm and 
Vordís from Silver Creek, at Keene’s Horse 
Camp, with Mt. Adams in the background. 
Photo by Susan Boyd.
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super well organized. It is absolutely 
amazing to see the best horses in the 
world fly around the beautiful track 
in slow or fast tölt, while the music is 
blasting out of the speakers, flags are 
waving, and the audience is clapping. 
How do they do it? It was very impres-
sive!”

HESTAFOLK

by Lisa McKeen

What a busy summer we had, with 
new horses, and new members. Some 
of us have been seriously getting out 
on the trails. Alys Culhane, for exam-
ple, spent three months packing and 
trekking in Wyoming, Colorado, and 
Montana. Driving down and back to 
her home in Alaska, her three mares 
(Raudhetta, Tyra, and Hrimfara) were 
worthy Icelandic ambassadors at rest 
areas and visitor centers. Alys an-
swered innumerable questions about 
the breed’s history, training, and care, 
and gave USHIC brochures to anyone 
interested. 

Susan Porter Johnson is another 
dedicated and savvy trail rider. She lost 
a horse this summer and found a new 
partner in Vordis from Silver Creek. We 
love a chance to ride with her and learn 
about new trails or areas to ride in.

New member Mary Chamberlin 
attended a clinic at Tuskast in Merritt, 
BC. The instructors were Linda  Péturs-
dóttir and Caeli Cavanagh. Mary rode a 
15-year-old mare named Kleo in a fun 
atmosphere, where she learned a lot.

On September 13-15, Mary, Kathy 
Lockerbie, and Freya Sturm attended 
a Tölt in Harmony clinic conducted by 
Trausti Þór Guðmundsson at Fitjamyri 
in Vernon, BC. It was a wonderful expe-
rience, they reported, and Trausti is a 
fabulous instructor. Mary rode Ljúfa, a 
four-year old mare; she had ridden Ljú-
fa in July and liked her then—she liked 
her even more in September. Although 
concerned that she was young and early 
in her training, by Saturday evening 
Mary knew she was the horse for her. 
Others at the clinic also said the two 
were a good match. Congratulations, 
Mary. 

NEIHC 

by Jess Haynsworth

This was one of the most competi-
tion-heavy summers we can remember 
in the Northeast. On July 20-21, Solhei-
mar Farm in Tunbridge, VT hosted a 
USIHC-sanctioned sport competition 
judged by Þorgeir Guðlaugsson. The 
show was fun, laid-back, and highly 
educational, with a great attendance by 
youth riders especially. Sigrún Bryn-
jarsdóttir and Magnéa frá Syðri-Reyk-
jum were the champions of the Open 
Division. Amelie Maranda and Mila frá 
Skriðu were champions of the Youth 
Division. Solheimar also offered a num-
ber of fun and creative classes, making 
the show exciting for riders of all ages 
and abilities.

On August 19-25, Mad River Valley 
Icelandics in Warren, VT hosted a 
USIHC Riding Badge camp. Six kids 
attended. Each morning they took care 
of the horses and stables and had rid-
ing lessons focusing on different topics 
such as learning how to longe, riding 
bareback, trail riding, mounted games, 
and preparing for competitions. Each 
afternoon, instructor Jess Haynsworth 
taught a seminar, followed by a practi-
cal hands-on lesson and a fun activ-
ity related to the day’s lecture topic. 
These included animal welfare, ethical 
training and husbandry, equine health 
and wellness, history of the Icelandic 

Hestafolk member Alys Culhane and her husband took three horses and a dog on a long ride on 
the Continental Divide. See the story in this issue. Photo by Pete Praetorius.

NEIHC member Heleen Heyning coaches a Delhi College Animal Behavior student during an 
Intrinzen demonstration. Photo by Nick George.
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horse, our current breeding and riding 
standards, conformation and biome-
chanics, and Icelandic competition. 
Throughout the week, the campers 
studied for various USIHC Riding 
Badge levels. FEIF-certified trainer 
Jana Meyer tested them at week’s end. 
Josie Nicholas and Keziah Dunn each 
earned a Competition Level 1 Riding 
Badge. Arianna DeForge earned her Ba-
sic Level 2 Riding Badge. Megan Morse 
and Judson Hally each earned a Basic 
Level 1 Riding Badge. Josie, Keziah, and 
Arianna had each earned badges at last 
year’s camp, and Jana was impressed with 
their improvement. Following the camp, 
the four youngest campers competed 
in a Flag Race and Ice Cream Tölt (our 
version of beer tölt). The week was a lot 
of fun, and we are already planning next 
year’s Riding Badge camp.

September 1-2 brought a FEIF 
Breeding Evaluation at the Cobleskill 
fairgrounds in New York. The highest 
evaluated horse was Zophonías from 
Vinland, owned and bred by Martina 
Gates; he scored first prize at 8.17 overall. 
Amy Goddard writes: “Many thanks to 
everyone who helped support our recent 
NY FEIF Breeding Evaluations! The 
silent auctions raised over $500 and the 
GoFundMe over $2500. We appreciate 
each and every donation, as breeding 
shows are quite costly to host.” (For more 
on the evaluations, see the USIHC News 
in this issue.) Following the show, Hólar 
graduate Helga Una Björnsdóttir taught 
a Knapamerki clinic at Heleen Heyning’s 

West Wind Farm in Delhi, NY. Partici-
pants were able to test for Levels 1 and 
2, after three days of intensive riding 
instruction.

September 12-15, the USIHC held 
a FEIF Judging Seminar at the Hotel 
Coolidge in Woodstock, VT, with prac-
tical judging at Sue Sundstrom’s Echo 
Ledge Farm. The instructor and head 
examiner was Þorgeir Guðlaugsson, the 
second examiner was Jana Meyer, and the 
organizer was Leslie Chambers. The sem-
inar began with two days of classroom 
work covering ethics, mental factors that 
influence judging (attention, fatigue, 
processing limitations), the FEIF Judging 
Guidelines (attention to the firewalls), 
rules, prohibited equipment, and health 
(vet checks). 

The newest addition to the seminar 
was a section on LAP (Lateral Advanced 
Placement). This is an analysis of gait de-
rived from the pioneering work of Milton 
Hildebrand in his “Symmetrical Gaits of 
Horses” (1965) and using modern tech-
nology developed by Gunnar Reynisson 
in “Analysis of Movement in Pace and 
Tölt in the Icelandic Horse” (2017). Us-
ing video analysis, we can calculate the 
LAP for each stride a horse takes in a 
symmetrical gait (pace, tölt, and trot). In 
perfect-beat tölt, the LAP is 25%, while 
pace is close to 0%, and trot is 50% (you 
get an idea where this scale is going). We 
hope to feature LAP in a future issue of 
the Quarterly.

The third day began with practical 
judging of riders who volunteered to 

ride a variety of sanctioned show classes, 
followed by a demonstration of shoeing 
and equipment checks, as well as health 
checks. All attendees had an opportunity 
to practice these checks. The rest of the 
day was devoted to theory testing, and 
on the final day was video testing. This 
round of testing did not result in any new 
judges. 

The USIHC adopted this program in 
2014, and the Judging Seminar has been 
offered yearly at a variety of locations. 
Since the program began, a total of eight 
candidates have qualified.

On September 20, West Wind Farm 
in Delhi, NY hosted an Intrinzen Demo. 
Amy Goddard writes: “Eighteen Animal 
Behavior students from Delhi College, 
along with several visitors, attended the 
Introduction to Intrinzen. 

Heleen, Sally Scofield, and Amy 
Goddard followed basically the same 
syllabus as for last year’s college students’ 
visit. Heleen introduced the Icelandic 
horse breed and explained the basic 
philosophy of Intrinzen. Amy presented 
a lecture on operant conditioning, and 
described the distinctions between posi-

Arianna DeForge and Brynjar frá Efri-Rauðalæk dressed as a unicorn and mysterious forest sprite 
for the costume class at the Solheimar Open Show in July. Photo by Damian DeForge.

Carrie Brandt demonstrating the target “safe 
space” during a liberty demonstration for the 
Sirius Club.



ISSUE FOUR 2019 • ICELANDIC HORSE QUARTERLY    21

tive and negative reinforcement. She also 
explained the importance of autonomy, 
and defined the concept of intrinsic 
motivation and how it develops through-
out Intrinzen training. Sally introduced 
a new horse to Intrinzen, demonstrating 
how to get started training a horse using 
positive reinforcement. Next, Heleen 
and Sally presented two advanced horses, 
Kraftur and Duna, who enthusiastically 
performed their ‘fancy’ movements for 
the audience. Finally, several students vol-
unteered to work with a horse, learning 
how to use a clicker, and the importance 
of posture and body awareness when 
‘dancing’ with horses.”

September 21-22, Solheimar Farm 
hosted another USIHC-sanctioned com-
petition, this one judged by Alex Dan-
nenman. Despite very hot weather for the 
time of year, the show was well-attended 
and packed with fun classes for riders 
of all ages and abilities, as well as the 
usual FEIF classes. Jess Haynsworth was 
champion of the Open Division aboard 
Vigri frá Vallanesi. Amelie Maranda was 
champion of the Youth Division aboard 
Míla frá Skriðu.  

October 4-6, several riders from the 
NEIHC attended the Léttleiki Icelandics 
World Ranking show in Kentucky.  This 
show provides a special opportunity for 
U.S. riders to become World Ranked 

by offering three separate shows over 
three days. Riders must earn three sets 
of scores over 5.5 in World Ranking 
classes in order to make the official 
World Ranking list. From the NEIHC, 
Jess Haynsworth and Vigri frá Vallanesi 
became World Ranked in T1. Riders 
could also earn Triple Ice Championship 
awards for their combined scores over 
the three days. Northeast riders Liesl 
Kolbe and Amelie and Isabelle Maranda 
earned 11 Triple Ice Championships 
among them. Curtis Pierce helped ship 
horses from the Northeast, making it 
possible for NEIHC riders to compete. 

Thank you, Curt!
As this issue goes to press, we are 

getting ready for Equine Affaire! Icelan-
dic horses will be well-represented in 
Springfield, MA from November 7-10. 
Emily Potts coordinated the NEIHC 
booth, Merrimack Valley Icelandics 
organized the breed demos, the Horses 
of Iceland marketing team presented in-
hand demos, and The Knights of Iceland 
demonstration team was featured in the 
evening Fantasia.  

SIRIUS

By Frances Rospotynski & Sherry Hoover

It was a hot summer, but the heat did 
not stop members of the Sirius Ohio 
Kentucky Icelandic Horse Club from 
attending the “Fit to Ride” clinic hosted 
by Lettleiki Icelandics in Shelbyville, 
KY on August 18-19. Individual riding 
evaluations were done on a “barrel 
horse” by clinician Heather Sansom, who 
explained ways to stretch while mounted 
to improve your seat. Heather explained 
the goal as being SMART (Specific, 
Measurable, Achievable, Realistic, and 
Timetabled). Writes Frances: “Heather’s 
EquiFITT program gave me a better un-
derstanding of why my horse was having 
trouble traveling to the left. The Fit to 
Ride program is the complete package 
to help us maintain our fitness and to be 
better riders.” Heather offers individual 
training via Skype and has a book, “Fit to 
Ride,” available on Amazon; contact her 
at personaltraining@equifitt.com. 

Other members of the club went 
trekking in the Cuyahoga Valley Nation-
al Park on August 18. Surrounded by 

Sirius Club members Sherry Hoover, Ron Hoover, and Frances Rospotynski (left to right) tried—
and failed—to get their horses to pose for a photo after a fun ride in Brecksville Park in Ohio.

Sirius club members at the Ultimate Obstacle clinic, held at Taktur Icelandics, watch and practice 
groundwork skills with Terral Hill (far right) before starting the obstacle events training.
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several large cities, this park in northeast 
Ohio is the most visited National Park in 
the nation. It features many waterways, 
including parts of the Ohio Erie Canal. 
Members Ron and Sherry Hoover and 
Frances Rospotynski met at the Brecks-
ville Stables and explored the beautiful 
trails crossing water and bridges. We had 
a wonderful ride and beautiful weather, 
and Ron spotted an owl resting in the tall 
treetops.

The club and Taktur Icelandics in 
Prospect, KY organized The Ultimate 
Obstacle Clinic on September 28-29. 
We had 11 horse and rider teams, with 2 
auditors. Saturday began with Terral Hill 
teaching natural horsemanship ground-
work. Terral had each group apply what 
they had learned about working in hand 
to guide their horses over 11 obstacles, 
including a teeter-totter bridge, L-shaped 
platform, water crossing, trailer load-
ing, gate, noodle curtain, mailbox with 
jacket, balloon pop, giant ball, coin 
exchange, and drag. 

While Terral coached each team 
over the obstacles, Carrie Brandt gave 
personal lessons in the indoor arena. 
During our lunch break, Carrie and Ter-
ral treated us to an impressive demon-
stration of liberty training. Then Gino 
Zoppe and his wife, Morgan, demonstrat-
ed Italian bareback vaulting and juggling 
on a beautiful draft cross named Rocco. 

All riders were mounted on the sec-
ond day of the clinic. Terral guided each 
rider through each obstacle, reassuring 
them that they could do the task at hand. 
He offered tips and encouragement until 
success was achieved. Carrie contin-
ued in the indoor arena with two rider 
groups for gait training. 

During that lunch break, Carrie 
gave an informative lecture on the 
biomechanics of the horse. We learned 
about gait, stride, weight bearing, release, 
lift, and rhythm. The tölt was examined, 
from trotty to pacey. She even taught 
us how to tölt with our fingers. (We all 
needed lots of finger tölting practice to 
do what our horses do so easily!) 

To finish our fun-filled weekend, 
we rode as a drill team. First, we walked 
the pattern several times, tacked up and 
again walked the pattern on horseback, 
working on watching our end or middle 
to stay in line. Next we rode tölt and 
did the pattern again in groups of four, 
using the speed and control skills we had 

learned on the obstacle course. Our gait 
training, control of our horse’s body, 
speed, and position helped us to stay 
in line and correctly complete our drill 
team pattern. It was lots of fun too!

Over Labor Day weekend, Lettleiki 
Icelandics offered an Adult Horse Camp. 
Colleen McCafferty writes: “Growing 
up in the suburbs of Cleveland, riding 
horses never came up in conversation. 
We rode bikes, not horses. As the third of 
seven kids, going to camp was never an 
option for me either. One night, however, 
on the way back from my grandparents’ 
house, my father made an unexpected 
turn into a festival. He let me ride a pony, 
led in a circle on a ‘turn-table.’ I was 

hooked, but that feeling stayed dormant 
for a very long time.

“Fast-forward to Equine Affair 
many years ago, where I watched The 
Knights of Iceland ride through the dark 
with sparklers blazing. I now have three 
Icelandic horses—but that’s a different 
story. When I saw that Lettleiki Icelan-
dics was offering an Adult Horse Camp 
it ignited another hidden burn: I could 
go to camp! With Icelandics! I invited 
three friends to join me and the other 
seven campers; we had a great time, and 
learned a lot about the breed, our horses, 
the instructors, and ourselves. We stayed 
in the historic guest house on Swallow-
land Farm (which was itself a treat). The 

At the Toppur Fall Show, Carrie Lyons Brandt shows tölt on Mirra frá Kambi, owned by Charlotte 
Riley. Photo by Susy Oliver.

The winners of the lead-line class are interviewed by Heimir Gunnarsson. Photo by Jody Roback.
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first night we were introduced to the new 
additions: two young colts and a filly. 
We then headed to the barn, where we 
learned about the WorldFengur database 
and tried our skills at virtual breeding, 
based on stats of sires and mares to see 
what our breeding pairs could potentially 
create. 

“For riding, each of us was assigned 
a horse, and we had lessons on tölt, 
taking into consideration our horse’s 
particular style, and potential issues 
with staying in gait (both for the horse 
and for ourselves). We were introduced 
to a pattern in the arena that we would 
ride the next day, in tölt, to our music of 
choice, and be ‘ judged’ by our instruc-
tors in front of our fellow campers. Just a 
little pressure… 

“On Sunday we had the pleasure 
of riding a first-prize stallion, Spörður 
frá Bergi, while our instructors gave us 
exercises to strengthen and lengthen 
our muscles, and pointers to correct our 
posture and seat. We had a trail ride and 
ended our weekend with our individual 
Tölt in Harmony performance to music, 
followed by a Pilates lesson to stretch our 
limbs.

“The instructors, along with orga-
nizer Maggie Brandt, put on a rewarding 
and fun experience. We got to go to 
camp as adults, learned a lot along the 
way, and all got ribbons for our Tölt in 
Harmony! What could be better?”

TOPPUR 

by Virginia Lauridsen

Toppur Icelandic Horse Club had a 
busy summer! September 14-15 marked 
our second USIHC-sanctioned sport 
show, and preparations began in the 
spring. The new oval track at Harmo-
ny Icelandics in Peru, IA was progressing 
rapidly, and excitement about the event 

gathered momentum along with it. 
Members gathered frequently to ensure 
that the lengthy checklist was complete 
and that the show would run smooth-
ly. Show secretary Cindy Niebuhr kept 
us all on task with her superb organiza-
tional skills. Committee members Liz 
Appel, Teresa Herold, Lori Cretney, 
Roxanne Antisdel, Daniela West, Lisa 
Blumhagen, and Virginia Lauridsen di-
vided duties so that we all could enjoy the 
weekend. 

The entries began arriving in late 
August, and by the final tally we hosted 
46 horse and rider combinations. Wow—
it was terrific! The best part might have 
been the crowded lead-line class. Judge 
Will Covert and his family arrived on 
Friday evening and were gracious enough 
to help with details such as the sound 
system. Breeding judge Heimir Gunnars-
son, who was in Iowa for the FEIF Breed-
ing Evaluation, jumped in as announcer 
extraordinaire. Flugnir member Deb 
Cook once again served as our “Ice Test” 
queen. It was a real team effort. Most 
of the club either rode or worked or 
both. Even the competitors helped. A 
special thank you to Maggie Brandt, who 
stepped in whenever she saw an oppor-
tunity. It was a joy to see all of the smiles 
and camaraderie. As usual, the Iowa 
weather looked unpredictable, but the 

Maria Octavo on Rós (Sólmyrkva) from Helms Hill rides canter in F1 Five Gait at the Toppur Fall 
Show. Photo by Susy Oliver.

Jonah Roback and Gnyr frá Morastöðum compete in the trail class. Photo by Jody Roback.
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rains decided to spare us this year.   
The show was a rousing success, 

with riders and horses arriving from 
eight states. Every class had entries. Our 
“fun” classes were especially fun, and we 
were thrilled to see so many youth rid-
ers. Several riders joined the educational 
seminars on breeding topics hosted by 
Harmony Icelandics on Thursday and 
Friday. Saturday evening featured a 
delicious Asian-inspired dinner at the 
farm lodge, giving everyone an oppor-
tunity to interact with fellow Icelandic 
horse fans. Will made himself available 
to competitors who were interested 
in how to improve their scores for the 
finals. By the time the last rider finished 
the Countryside Riding class on Sunday, 
we were all exhausted, but thoroughly 
satisfied. We definitely plan to make this 
an annual event, but perhaps earlier in 
the summer. 

In late September, Toppur members 
Lisa Blumhagen and Liz Appel joined 
up with Flugnir member Raven Flores 
for a horse camping and riding trip at 
Forestville Mystery Cave State Park in 
Minnesota. They enjoyed riding the stun-
ning trails throughout the park, crossing 
a river, a creek and a wooden bridge. It 
was loads of fun, despite a little rain, and 
proved to be great exercise – a true testa-
ment to the stamina and diligence of the 
Icelandic breed!

Scenes from the Toppur Fall Show, clockwise: 
Kydee Sheetz pacing Dama von der Krähen-
weide; photo by Susy Oliver. The ever-popular 
beer tölt; photo by Jody Roback. Susy Oliver 
shows off her winning smile after riding Green 
Horse Tölt on Stjarni from Tolthaven; photo 
by Jody Roback. Kydee Sheetz on Tandri 
from Aslan’s County Icelandics riding fast tölt, 
and Virginia Lauridsen showing her stallion, 
Gosi frá Lambastöðum; both photos by Maria 
Octavo. 
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On a recent trail ride, my mare 
Jenny was in a very good mood. 
It was a cool morning, an end-

less trail led through the sunlit woods, 
the footing was good, and we were in 
good company. Jenny is a young four-gait-
ed Icelandic, so for her tölt is a gait she 
needed to figure out under saddle.

We walked, we cantered, and then 
downshifted into tölt. Jenny felt fantastic, 
she carried herself on a loose rein, her 
rhythm was a perfect four-beat, and she 
was dancing along with her companion, a 
good tölter.

After what seemed like a long, 
wonderful time, I relaxed my seat and 
legs, dropped the reins, and when Jenny 
stopped, I took my feet out of the stirrups 
and jumped off. “Oh my god, what’s 
wrong?” asked my riding friend. 

“Nothing’s wrong! This is the best 
tölt she has ever done! It was a super 
effort and I am giving her the biggest 
praise I can think of right now! My friend 
Gabriele calls it the ‘Jolli dismount,’ 
because Eyjólfur Ísólfsson, the famous 
trainer, taught it,” I said, rubbing Jenny’s 
forehead on the spot where she likes to be 
scratched. As we continued, me walking 
next to my proud mare, my friend and 
I started talking about how and why we 
praise our horses. 

PRAISE ENOUGH? 
We know by now that the old saying “Not 
scolded (or beaten) is praise enough” is 
terrible. It is outdated and describes, at 
best, training based on fear. A fearful 
horse is a dangerous horse. Fear can 
easily escalate into spooking, running 
away, high tension, and, if cornered, even 
aggression.

Luckily, our modern training 
concepts are kinder. Trainers commonly 
teach the horse to yield to pressure. The 
drawback of this method is that it rarely 
motivates the horse to want to please by 
making an extra effort; neither does it 
encourage the horse to form a bond with 
its rider. For that, we need to train by 
reward. 

Rewarding a wanted behavior shows 
the horse clearly what is desired and mo-
tivates it into putting in more effort the 
next time. It is much safer and more fun 
to be with a confident and relaxed animal.

Of course, a treat like a cookie or 
carrot is a very clear and immediate re-

ward. Using treats works well when a good 
protocol is established. The treat must be 
a reward, not a bribe. Think “Now that 
you did this great thing, you get one,” not 
“If you do this, you get one.” The horse 
never gets a treat for mugging you, only 
as a (surprise) reward, gently taken with 
the lips from your outstretched hand. 
Don’t give treats for nothing; at least ask 
the horse for a step back or to the side.

While riding, a walk break allowing 
the horse to stretch its head down to 
the ground is a nice reward. Letting the 
horse slowly “chew the reins out of your 
hands” is a wonderful tool for relaxation. 

Hard slaps on the neck? Meaningless 
for the horse and probably even uncom-
fortable. However, a gentle scratching 
that copies how horses groom each other 
works well. Horses like to be scratched 
in places they cannot reach themselves, 
like their withers or forehead. Watch your 
horse’s expression: You found the right 
spot when they wiggle their lips and show 
you how much they like the interaction. 

It is also important to reward imme-
diately! Do not hesitate for more than a 
few seconds, otherwise the horse will not 
connect the action to the reward. 

WHAT IS PRAISE?
Praise is human language, not horse 
language. To the horse, words like “Good 
boy” have no intrinsic meaning. In order 
for praise to be understood, we need to 
follow it with something the horse actual-
ly likes and wants: a treat or a stretch or a 
favorite scratch. 

Besides praising after an action, 
praise words can be given as encourage-
ment during a difficult or new exercise, 
meaning “You are doing great—a bit 
more please.” But the words then must be 
followed by an actual reward to keep the 
horse motivated.

Many successful horse trainers, even 
at the Spanish Riding School in Vienna, 
use something like the Jolli dismount as a 
high form of praise for extravagant effort 
or for learning something difficult and 
new. This way of rewarding should be used 
much more often. Nothing else lets the 
horse know how much we appreciate it!

Finally, we need to remind ourselves 
to adopt an attitude of appreciation. We 
should praise whenever we can when 
we are around our horses. Something 
wonderful happens then: We share the 
feeling of a job well done and feel greatly 
rewarded ourselves!

Author’s note: Thanks to Gabriele Meyer for 
talking through this idea with me.

BY NICKI ESDORNOn Praise
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LET’S JUMP!
One question enthusiasts new 

to the breed often ask is, Can 
Icelandic horses jump? To which 

the answer is, Yes—of course they can! 
The ability to hurdle over obstacles 

is an important adaptation for prey 
animals like horses. However, jumping an 
obstacle while in flight from a predator is 
not the same thing as jumping a course 
with a rider. Just because horses are 
capable of throwing themselves over an 
obstacle doesn’t mean that doing so will 
be good for their bodies—particularly if 
they are out of balance on the approach 
or the landing, or are overtaxed by the 
size of the jump. When used appropriate-
ly, jumping can be a beneficial form of 
cross-training for Icelandic riding horses. 

Here are some things to consider 
when deciding whether or not to utilize 
jumping as a form of cross-training for 
your horse.

WHY CROSS-TRAINING?
Variety is the spice of life, but when 
it comes to movement for an athlete, 
variation is absolutely key to maintain-
ing comfort, soundness, and longevity. 
It is generally accepted that repetitive 
motion is a recipe for injury. Drilling 
a horse in any one exercise puts them 
at risk for damage caused by repetitive 
wear and tear, such as soft tissue injuries, 
tendon and ligament issues, stiffness and 
soreness, and, over time, joint problems 
such as arthritis. Horses can also become 
irritable, anxious, or “sour” when forced 
to do the same thing day after day. 

For their mental and physical health, 
I try to ensure that the horses in my pro-
gram never do the same thing two days 
in a row. Last week, for example, I took 
my competition horse, Vigri frá Vallane-
si, to an Icelandic sport competition. His 
week leading up to the show looked like 
this:

	 • Sunday: Dressage work in the arena

	 • Monday: Long distance conditioning 
ride (15 miles or so, with structured 
trot/tölt and canter sets, monitoring 
respiration recovery afterwards) 

	 • Tuesday: Longeing over small jumps in 
the arena 

	 • Wednesday: Day off

	 • Thursday: Icelandic sport style compe-

tition training, practicing competition 
program transitions and speed variation 
out on the dirt roads

	 • Friday: Ponying off another horse on 
the trails and dirt roads

	 • Saturday: Competition (preliminaries)

	 • Sunday: Competition (finals)

While Vigri’s primary sport is Icelan-
dic sport competition, we also compete in 
competitive distance riding and in local 
hunter paces, because we have found 
that conditioning for endurance and 
jumping-style competitions improves his 
performance in Icelandic sport shows. 

Vigri and I learned the value of 
cross-training the hard way, when I first 
brought Vigri to a sport competition in 
Kentucky. The show was a 20-hour drive 
(one way!) from our home in Vermont, 
and Vigri was exhausted after the hours 
spent balancing on the trailer. While he 
performed well enough in the competi-
tion, the drive home from the show was 
even harder on his body. After that trip, I 

vowed to begin cross-training with more 
structured distance riding to improve his 
endurance for long trailer rides. 

Very quickly, I felt the benefits of 
this cross-training on his competitive 
performance, and began adding in other 
elements to his and my other horses’ rou-
tines as well—including jumping. Vigri’s 
scores have improved steadily as we have 
pursued these extracurricular activities, 
as has his topline, fitness, comfort, and 
overall attitude. This year, after scoring 
the highest he ever has in a show, he 
stepped off the trailer from Kentucky 
in gorgeous posture, showing almost 
no signs of fatigue. That shows me the 
program is working.

WHY JUMPING?
Jumping can be an excellent form of 
cross-training, because it encourages the 
horse to stretch his back and topline as 
he bascules (extends his neck and arches 
his back over the peak of the jump). It 
provides a mental and physical challenge 
for the horse that can be fun and natu-
rally motivating, as long as he has been 

BY JESS HAYNSWORTH

Preparation is key: Before letting her horses jump, Jess takes the time to develop a clear, bal-
anced canter. Jumping from a lateral gait like tölt risks the horse hurting or scaring itself trying to 
make it over the obstacle. Photo by Em Potts. 
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adequately conditioned and prepared for 
the exercise. It can also encourage the 
horse to self-regulate and balance the ba-
sic gaits (trot and canter), and can focus 
and entertain a horse who becomes easily 
bored or distracted during arena work. 

I learned to ride at a hunter/jumper 
stable, and competed throughout my 
teens in both the hunter/jumper and 
eventing worlds. This gave me the op-
portunity to ride and train a wide variety 
of breeds over fences. I have found that 
introducing Icelandic horses to jumping 
for cross-training purposes presents 
some unique challenges, along with 
countless benefits to my horses’ bodies 
and minds.

RISKS
Jumping is a high-impact activity that can 
present serious risks to equine health 
and safety. The repetitive motion of 
jumping can also cause undue wear and 
tear to horses’ bodies over time. When I 
competed in jumping sports, my trainers 
taught me that each horse only has so 
many good jumps in him. Trained horses 
jumped almost exclusively at shows and 
were trained primarily “on the flat” at 
home, to save their bodies. Therefore, it 
is important not to drill horses needlessly 
over fences.

Whenever we ask our horses to jump, 
we risk injury. These risks are limited 
greatly when horses are adequately 
prepared and appropriately introduced 
to jumping exercises, but the risk always 
exists. Even when we use jumps that fall 
down easily—like poles on jumping blocks 
or standards with safety cups—there is 

always the possibility that the horse could 
misjudge the distance and fall down. The 
worst rotational fall I ever witnessed hap-
pened in a children’s 2’3” hunter course, 
over a jump that was designed to easily 
fall if the horse rubbed a rail. The horse 
caught his knees on the pole and flipped 
over, landing on his rider. 

It does not take such a catastroph-
ic accident as this to shatter a horse’s 
confidence over fences, however. As prey 
animals, horses are naturally fearful of 
losing their balance—after all, it does 
not matter how fast you can run or how 
high you can jump if you are going to 
wipe out in front of a predator. Awkward 
or poorly timed approaches to and land-
ings from jumps can frighten horses just 
as badly as an accident, and this fear can 
cause them to chronically refuse or “run 
out” rather than jumping on cue. In their 
desire to keep their balance and clear the 
obstacle, there also exists the risk of an 
unbalanced horse straining something 
while pushing themselves awkwardly over 
a fence. 

Therefore I feel it is extremely im-
portant to take any amount of jumping 
very seriously, even at the lowest heights. 
Preparation is key to making sure that each 
horse has a safe and positive experience.

TRAIN THE BASIC GAITS
Gaited horses should not be asked or 
allowed to jump from a four-beated or 
lateral gait, like tölt/rack or pace. In 
order to jump safely and sustainably, a 
horse should use a clear trot or canter. 
These gaits will give them the moment 
of suspension they need to push off and 

jump, and will allow them to arrange 
their legs and bodies correctly to jump in 
a safe and healthy way. 

Horses can sometimes make it 
over fences from a tölt or pace, but the 
jump will be awkward and poorly timed, 
risking injury. Tölt has, by definition, 
no moment of suspension (this is what 
makes it smooth to ride) and pace has, 
by definition, no collection, with the legs 
traveling in lateral pairs. This makes it 
very challenging for the horse to regulate 
stride length on approach, collect the 
haunches underneath the body, and 
push off over the fence for a correct and 
clean take-off over the fence. 

A very lateral “walking-behind” 
canter presents similar dangers when 
jumping, as does cross-canter (disunit-
ed canter). There are an unfortunate 
number of videos on YouTube that show 
gaited horses being asked to jump from 
lateral gaits or from a poor-quality, 
lateralized canter, and very often they do 
take down rails as they careen over the 
fence. When they manage to clear it, they 
are often throwing themselves over using 
one hind leg, tucking the other hind awk-
wardly underneath the body or hanging 
their knees dangerously. Horses jumping 
from lateral gaits or from a cross-canter 
or a very four-beated canter will very like-
ly be unable to achieve a decent bascule 
or landing. They may scare themselves 
trying to clear jumps this way, which 
could poison the whole exercise by mak-
ing them anxious or sour. Therefore it is 
important not to use tölt or pace when 
jumping Icelandic horses, and to spend 
the time developing a very clear and bal-
anced trot and canter before introducing 
Icelandic horses to jumping.

For gaited horses that do not already 
possess a clear trot or canter, it is best to 
spend time working on these gaits before 
attempting to jump the horse. I find it 
helpful to put each gait on a clear vocal 
cue, which can add clarity during the 
excitement of a jumping session. Lines of 
ground poles properly spaced for trot or 
canter can be used to evaluate how clear 
and regular a horse’s basic gaits may be. 
If the horse struggles to regulate his ba-
sic gaits over properly positioned ground 
poles—tripping, stumbling, or knocking 
the poles rather than easily stepping 
over them, for example—the horse likely 
needs more dressage work to train and 
strengthen the basic gaits before jumps 
are added into the mix. 

If a horse breaks into tölt or pace on 
the approach to a jump, it is best to circle 
the horse away from the jump and reset 

Jess uses a longeline, rather than free-jumping her horses, so that if they break into a lateral gait on 
their approach, she can circle them away from the jump and rebalance them. Photo by Em Potts.
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rather than to risk the horse straining, 
hurting, or scaring themselves trying 
to make it over the jump—keeping in 
mind that even a small jump can shatter 
a horse’s confidence or cause a serious 
injury. 

FROM THE GROUND
When introducing my horses to any 

new exercise, I prefer to work from the 
ground, rather than under saddle. Many 
people like to introduce jumping to 
horses using a method called “free jump-
ing.” Normally, a chute is created using 
poles or temporary fencing, and horses 
are encouraged to run down the chute 
and jump over fences positioned within 
the chute. Sometimes this same effect is 
achieved simply by placing fences along 
the perimeter of an arena and letting the 
horse jump at liberty.

I prefer to use a longeline rather 
than free-jumping my horses, when they 
are new to jumping. That way, if they lose 
balance and break into a lateral gait on 
their approach to the jump, I am able 
to circle them away from the jump and 
rebalance them rather than letting them 
crash over the jump or strain something 
attempting to clear it awkwardly. I would 
not use a longeline with a taller jump 
standard, however, as there is some risk 
that the line could become tangled. For 
this reason, I prefer to use plastic jump 
blocks instead, which can be purchased 
through most tack shops. If taller jump 
standards are being used, it is probably 
safest to use free jumping, making sure 
to take the time to put each gait on a vo-
cal cue and ensure that the gaits are bal-
anced and consistent before adding the 
excitement of jumps. Even well-trained 
gaited horses can become pacey and stiff 
through their backs when they are excit-
ed. Placing properly spaced ground poles 
in between jumps may help reduce risk of 
the horse breaking gait.

BE AN INCREMENTALIST
Whether free-jumping or longeing over 
fences, it is important to start small. I like 
to begin with one pole on the ground, 
between the blocks or standards, and 
let the horse step over that a few times. 
As I am a clicker trainer, I want a nice 
easy moment like this to mark. For those 
using other training methods, it is a good 
confidence-building moment to pat or 
verbally praise the horse and keep things 
fun and positive. 

Next, I like to make a half-cross-
rail, with one pole lying on the ground, 
and one pole raised a few inches off the 
ground on one side. That way, the horse 

can get an idea for stepping over some-
thing raised, but can choose the lower 
end if he prefers. Once he is confidently 
stepping over a half-crossrail, I progress 
to a full crossrail. Crossrails are a great 
first jump because they encourage the 
horse to jump the middle of the fence, as 
that is the lowest point of the fence. 

For the first several jumping 
sessions, I like any jump I present the 
horse with to be low enough for him 
to step over without properly jumping. 
That way, even if we do get an awkward 
approach, the risk of injury is very low. 
I keep sessions short, being careful not 
to drill the horse, as the entire purpose 
of cross-training is to break movement 
patterns and habits, and encourage the 
horse to use his body differently from his 
normal work. I reward often, being very 
careful to watch for signs of fear, reluc-
tance, or fatigue.

TROUBLESHOOT
If a horse is struggling with small fenc-
es, I do not progress to larger fences. 
Instead, I evaluate why. If the horse is 
refusing to jump, or knocking down/
stumbling over small obstacles, this is 
important feedback. Back pain, hoof 
pain, ulcers, issues with tack fit, or other 
discomforts may come to light when 
introducing a horse to something new 
like jumping. 

Most horses should happily and 
willingly pop over a very small obstacle, if 
introduced to it slowly and appropriate-
ly. If horses are demonstrating extreme 
reluctance or struggling to clear small 
obstacles, this is not an invitation to push 
harder. Instead, I recommend having the 
horse evaluated by a vet. It is best to be 
certain that there are no subtle under-
lying issues before proceeding with the 
exercise.

Once my horses are confidently 
popping over small crossrails at the trot 
and canter, I then begin to introduce 
small verticals and oxers. I am careful to 
provide the horse with a clear ground-
line, and to set the horse up for success, 
allowing them to look at new jumps 
before asking them to clear them, and 
being careful not to place jumps in shad-
owy parts of the arena or somewhere that 
might distort the horse’s ability to clearly 
gauge the correct take-off point.

I do this over many sessions, spaced 
out over weeks, rather than days. The 
beauty of cross-training is that there is no 
need to rush. Our goal is simply to help 
our horses move and use their bodies 
differently from their normal routine. 
When introducing solid obstacles, like 

fallen logs, or other natural obstacles like 
ditches, I find it is useful to start from 
the ground up all over again. I longe or 
lead horses over cross-country obstacles 
just the same as I would a new obstacle in 
the ring.

TO RIDE, OR NOT TO RIDE?
It is possible for horses to get all of the 
cross-training benefits of jumping with-
out ever once being ridden over a jump. 
Free-jumping or longeing over small 
fences can easily provide horses with all 
of the physical and mental enrichment of 
jumping, the movement variety, and the 
full-body stretch of a bascule. That said, 
many people do enjoy riding their horses 
over fences, and the ability to do so opens 
up fun competitive opportunities like 
hunter paces, cross-country jumping, and 
fox hunting. Vigri and I enjoy competing 
in hunter paces as a fun and low-pressure 
supplement to both our distance riding 
and Icelandic sport competitions. 

When I begin to ride a horse over 
fences, I start all over again with the pole 
on the ground between the standards, 
and work my way back up to full-sized 
jumps. My goal is to build up the horse’s 
confidence, so I reward frequently and 
increase the difficulty of the exercises 
in small increments over many short 
sessions. I never want to put my horse in 
a position of feeling over-faced. Ideally, 
if I’ve done my job, the horse won’t ever 
hesitate or feel the need to refuse. I am 
careful to use jumps that will fall down if 
rubbed, to avoid injury.

Keep in mind that jumps do not 
have to be high in order for horses to 
gain cross-training benefits from jump-
ing. A 2’ oxer provides enough physical 
challenge for most Icelandic horses to 
fully bascule over, so there is no need 
to go much higher than that unless 
desired. Remember, just because you can 
go higher doesn’t mean your horse will 
benefit. Conduct a cost/benefit analysis 
to determine how high you really want 
to go when it comes to cross-training. A 
good trainer may also be able to help you 
determine your horse’s conformational 
suitability for jumping, which may help 
you determine how much, how often, and 
how high you wish to jump your horse.

GEAR CHECK
While it is not strictly necessary to pur-
chase a jumping saddle for horses that 
will be jumping only infrequently, keep 
in mind that many Icelandic saddles set 
the rider further back and may make 
it challenging for the rider to position 
themselves correctly for jumping. Ad-
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ditionally, check that your saddle is not 
placed too far forward on the horse’s 
shoulders, nor too far back on its loins, 
so that the horse may bascule without 
interference.

Never jump in auxiliary reins 
(such as draw reins or side reins) or in a 
standing martingale. All of these tools 
can pose a serious risk should horses 
fall or become entangled in them while 
jumping. 

Many people choose to shoe their 
Icelandic horses with a flat, perimeter 
fit shoe. Some people also like to leave 
either the front hooves or hind hooves 
a bit on the long side, believing this to 
assist with various gait training issues. 
Renate Weller’s research tells us that for 
each centimeter of growth that takes the 
hoof past a 50/50 balance at the center of 
rotation (the widest part of the foot), 50 
kilos of strain are added to the suspenso-
ry apparatus. Jumping is high impact and 
requires the horse to land heavily on the 
forelimbs, and to push off heavily with 
the hindlimbs. Therefore it is a good 
idea to keep horses that will be jumping 
to a tighter trim cycle to avoid excess 
growth and to keep the hooves to a 50/50 
balance. You can find more about this at 
the following link: https://www.lameness-
prevention.org/site_page.cfm?pk_associ-
ation_webpage_menu=6601

HIRE A TRAINER
If you are inexperienced with jumping, it 
is a good idea to hire a qualified trainer 
to help you teach your Icelandic horse 
how to jump. A horse that is new to jump-
ing will already feel a bit unbalanced the 
first few times he jumps with a rider. It is 
a good idea to have a balanced, experi-
enced rider be the first to ride your horse 
over fences. 

If you’re new to jumping, it’s an even 
better idea to take lessons on a seasoned 
school horse at a jumping barn. That way 
you can practice on a horse that is fit and 
knows its job, without the risk of drilling 
or fatiguing your own horse, or knocking 
him off balance as you make beginner 
mistakes. Learn to see your distances, 
adjust and regulate stride length, and 
correctly balance and release over a jump 
before you hop on board your green 
jumper for cross-training fun.

BE WARY OF GRIDWORK
When I was a competitive jumper, my 
trainers would frequently have me prac-
tice over grids, or combinations—a series 
of jumps placed with two or fewer strides 
in between them. The belief at the time 
was that this would strengthen the horse’s 
hind end. 

However, current science tells a 
different story. We now know that horses 
do not jump exclusively with their hind 

ends, but do actually push off with their 
forelimbs and use their shoulders to jump, 
as well. When there are fewer than two 
strides between fences, horses must use 
their shoulders inappropriately to get 
themselves up and over the next fence—
and this puts them at risk for shoulder 
strain. Therefore, grids are something I 
no longer use in my training, and I have 
spoken to several trainers who have also 
stopped using them. All three of my pri-
mary jumping mounts from my teen years 
fell, at various times, during grid exercis-
es, so I am personally relieved to no lon-
ger feel pressured to use such exercises. 

HAVE FUN!
Many Icelandic horses do make fine 
jumpers, and can excel in lower lev-
el jumping sports like hunter paces, 
foxhunting, or low level eventing. By 
proceeding slowly, rewarding often, 
and raising the criteria of the challenge 
incrementally, I find that most Icelandic 
horses will take to jumping rather easily 
and happily. Even if you never intend to 
compete or even ride your horse over 
fences, jumping exercises can be useful 
tools for cross-training, when added into 
a groundwork routine. Hopefully this ar-
ticle has provided some helpful food for 
thought for those curious about jumping 
their Icelandic horses.

Jumps do not have to be high for horses to gain cross-training benefits. A 2’ oxer provides enough physical challenge for most Icelandics. Photo by Em Potts.
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Robin Stevens was thrilled when 
an acquaintance donated a third 
Icelandic gelding to her therapeu-

tic riding program. Since the new guy 
was imported from Iceland, she assumed 
he’d have no trouble fitting into a herd 
with the two domestic-bred Icelandics she 
already owned. The three horses quickly 
proved that you should never make such 
assumptions.

“We introduced them carefully, but 
when we put them together my first two 
beat the crap out of the new guy,” says 
Robin, who is located in Blandford, MA. 
“We tried for weeks, but it didn’t work out. 
My original two still go out together, but 
my new gelding gets turned out with a 
Haflinger. Everybody is happier.”

Building a successful herd (whether it 
is two horses or 20) is equal parts art and 
science. It requires thoughtful analysis, 
careful planning, good timing, and a cer-
tain amount of luck. Over the years, the 
challenges involved in crafting the ideal 
herd spawned many “rules” designed to 
make the process easier. 

Some longstanding herd-forming 
rules, such as segregating by sex, are 
practical and effective. According to a 
2015 study by Swedish researcher Elke 
Hartmann, roughly 85% of horse owners 
who keep herds group their horses by 
sex, and there are many reasons why 
that strategy is a good one. Separating 
stallions and studdish, late-cut geldings 
from mares avoids unintentional breeding 
and minimizes aggressive behavior and 
injuries that occur when males compete 
for females.

However, studies in Sweden, Den-
mark, Finland, Norway, and Germany 
reveal that same-sex herds are not the 
best choice for all horses. In non-breeding 
herds, mares and geldings actually do 
better when they live together, experienc-
ing less stress and aggression in mixed-sex 
herds than in single-sex ones.

Grouping horses by age is another 
common practice. Mares with new foals 
are routinely (and wisely) isolated from 
older horses to minimize risks of illness or 
accidental injury to the babies. 

Other common age-based subdivi-
sions have now been determined to be 
detrimental. Weanlings, yearlings, and 
two-year-olds have often been kept apart 
from adult horses. Recent studies have 
revealed that isolating youngsters inhibits 
the development of their social and cogni-
tive skills and produces horses with fewer 
manners and less confidence. In mixed-
age, mixed-sex herds, older horses can 
model appropriate behavior and reinforce 
social rules. Youngsters reared in such 
herds are less pushy and easier to train. 

BEST PRACTICES
Such contradictions between science and 
tradition can leave owners scratching 
their heads over the best way to combine 
horses into safe, functional herds.

“It’s a big topic,” said Andrea Barber 
of Sand Meadow Farm in Mendon, NY. 
“There are so many variables—the cur-
rent herd situation, the personalities of 
the horses, the farm setup.” Because no 
two herd-planning situations are alike, it’s 
crucial to evaluate horses, owner needs 
and concerns, and farm resources before 
putting equines together. Careful plan-
ning and preparation, along with good 
advice from an experienced trainer, are 
key ingredients in effective herd develop-
ment. 

SPACE
According to Sigrún Brynarsdóttir of Sol-
heimar Farm in Tunbridge, VT, adequate 
space is vital to avoid conflict in a herd. 
“Horses need personal space,” she says. 
“They need room to eat, rest, and move 
around without overlapping the personal 
space of others in their herd.” 

Andrea notes that having plenty of 
free space allows a horse to “leave” if tem-
pers flare or a situation becomes stressful. 
Lots of space reduces the chance that any 
horse will get cornered in a tense situation.

Aggression in a herd is most often 
triggered by competition over resources, 
so it’s vital to have enough room to allow 
all herd members free access to food, 
water, and shelter, and to ensure that no 
horse can block others from reaching 
those resources.

PERSONALITY
Herds work best when the horses in them 
have compatible personalities. “With-
in any breed, you see a lot of different 
personality types,” Sigrún says. “Some 
horses are playful jokers. Others are calm 
peacekeepers. Some are bullies, others are 
mentors. Is a horse social or aloof? Fearful 
or self-assured? Cranky or easygoing? A 
control freak? A busybody? Personality is 
huge in deciding which horses should go 
together.”

Before putting a horse in a herd, 
spend time observing it. A horse’s behav-
ior and body language, the way it interacts 
with people or responds to stimuli (such 
as an unexpected noise or the arrival of 
food) can provide personality clues that 
will help you recognize which horses are 
most likely to be content living together 
and which ones won’t enjoy each other’s 
company. 

Look for warning signs that a horse 
might have difficulty in a herd. “Watch 
out for the horse that doesn’t leave you 
alone, the one that is always picking at 
you, constantly in your space,” says Sigrún. 
“That’s a horse that doesn’t know about 

BY KARA L. NOBLEMixed Company Tips 

Koniak (lying down) with his new herd mates, 
a Morgan and a Quarter horse, in Vermont. 
“He’s spicy, but he’s fitting in nicely,” says 
owner Amy Bedell.

“Are you my type?” Koniak (in blue) asks the 
Quarter horse. Photo by Micky Bedell.
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boundaries. A horse like that will crowd 
into the space of others and annoy them. 
That horse will probably have trouble 
getting along in a herd.”

Horses recognize each other’s per-
sonalities and seek out companions who 
are like themselves. Calm horses seek the 
company of horses who know how to chill. 
Playful horses want to spend time with 
active playmates. Given enough space, 
horses often form personality-based sub-
groups in a herd.

Sometimes circumstances make it 
impossible to keep a horse in a herd. Stal-
lions are often kept alone. Some horses 
are too insecure or aggressive to live in a 
herd, and others are loners who prefer to 
live alone. If your horse doesn’t thrive in 
a herd or makes it clear that herd life isn’t 
for him, don’t force it (or feel guilty about 
it). For some horses, sharing a fence line 
with other horses may be the best choice. 
With proper management, other equines 
nearby, and lots of human attention, a 
horse can live very well on its own. 

HERD EXPERIENCE
A horse’s past herd experience exerts a 
strong influence on how it will behave in 
a new herd. Horses who grow up in a herd 
learn to read body language and respond 
to social cues. They are taught hierarchies 
of dominance and submission and know 
how to find their place within a herd 
structure. 

Horses with extensive experience 
living in a herd are often baffled—and 
irritated—by equines who don’t know 
herd communication systems and social 
conventions.

Sigrún recalls one domestic-bred 

Icelandic mare who arrived at her farm 
with no herd experience. “That mare was 
clueless,” she says. “I don’t think she even 
knew she was a horse. When we put her 
in a herd, another horse would come over 
and politely ask her to move. A herd-savvy 
horse would have moved, but that mare 
didn’t budge. The other horse would bite 
her to get her to move. She didn’t move. 
The other horse kicked her. She didn’t 
move. The other horse body slammed her. 
She still didn’t move. Finally the other 
horse looked at me, as if to say, ‘Are you 
joking? What is this?’” 

After months of training from her 
herdmates, the hapless mare eventually 
mastered enough equine communication 
and social skills to live with other horses. 

“A horse gets shaped by its environ-
ment and experience,” says Sigrún. “If a 
horse has herd experience, it is going to 
integrate more easily than a horse with 
little or no previous herd experience.”

MAKING INTRODUCTIONS
How you introduce horses can have a 
positive or negative impact on how a herd 
develops. Horses introduced without first 
being exposed to one another over fences 
or across stall walls are more likely to 
fight than those introduced by living in 
adjacent paddocks for a few days before 
sharing a space together. 

If a single herd member doesn’t take 
kindly to newcomers, remove that horse 
and introduce the new one to other, more 
congenial herd members first. Once most 
of the herd accepts the new horse, the 
reluctant one will more likely accept its 
new companion too. 

Sometimes, no amount of finesse will 

prevent newly introduced horses from 
working out their differences in a loud, 
physical way that’s normal for them but 
nerve-racking for human caretakers. 

“It sounds terrible,” says Sigrún, “but 
nobody is getting hurt. They’re not kick-
ing or biting. They’re just cursing each 
other out. It’s okay to let them figure it out 
for themselves as long as it’s not constant 
fighting.”

What about cases when it is constant 
fighting?

“When two horses aren’t getting 
along and they aren’t working it out, I take 
them on a very long ride together,” said 
Sigrún. “I pony one and ride the other 
for about two hours, then switch who is 
ridden and who is ponied. When we get 
home, I put them together in a paddock 
while they are tired. Without fail, they 
bond.”

As Andrea puts it, “Two enemies in a 
lifeboat often become fast friends.”

Consult an experienced trainer for 
help if you are not confident ponying 
horses yourself.

WHAT’S THE BEST?
What is the best herd for your Icelandic 
horse? Like so many questions associated 
with horses, the most honest answer is “It 
depends.” Each situation is unique and 
there is no one-size-fits-all living situation 
that’s ideal for every horse and owner. “It’s 
a case-by-case thing,” Sigrún says. “You 
have to observe, make educated guesses. 
Nobody is psychic. You can’t know what 
will work best until you try things.”

In the end, the best herd for any Ice-
landic horse is one that provides the saf-
est, happiest, healthiest environment for 
that horse and that gives peace of mind to 
the people who love and care for it. 

Robin Stevens’s herd of two Icelandics and a Haflinger (on right); her third Icelandic was being 
tacked up for a ride.

Even in an all-Icelandic herd like Alice Ryan’s, 
here, each horse needs its own space.
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Frank Sihler started in archery over 
30 years ago. When he and his wife, 
Claudia, purchased their Icelandic 

horses a little over five years ago, combin-
ing the two sports seemed natural, given 
the versatility of the breed. So Frank 
formed Mat-Su Mounted Archers, an 
affiliated club of the Mounted Archery 
Association of the Americas. 

He started with his own mare, Gjöf, 
taking three months to desensitize her to 
the activity. He then tried it with Katla, 
Claudia’s mare, and she took to the sport 
instantly. Since then, Frank and Katla have 
competed in national mounted archery 
competitions in both Arizona and Texas, 

ICELANDIC ARCHERY BY JANE WEHRHEIM

Frank Sihler and Katla from Chapman Crest 
Acres competing in the 2019 Alaska Mount-
ed Archery Competition. All photos by Ed 
O’Loughlin, Sooner Photography.
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placing high in all divisions. His current 
ranking is Number Four in the nation. 

In 2018, Frank hosted the first Mount-
ed Archery competition in his home state 
of Alaska, with two Icelandics competing 
out of 12 total horses. In July 2019, he 
hosted another competition, this time 
with five Icelandics competing out of eight 
horses, some carrying multiple riders, as 
there were a total of 12 riders. The ranking 
Number One rider in the nation placed 
first overall on the Icelandic horse known 
as “TJ.” All five Icelandic horses placed 
high throughout the three-day weekend. 

For some of the riders, this was their 
first exposure to the Icelandic horse. But, 
as the Mounted Archery Association of 
the Americas points out on their website, 
a horse of any breed, if it has the right dis-
position, can excel at the sport: “A willing 
and reliable partner makes the best kind of 
archery horse.”

A BETTER RIDER
For Frank, mounted archery furthers his 
quest to become a better rider. It requires 
trust as its primary component. The horses 
are asked to go through the course with 
little rein contact, most often at a can-
ter. Micromanaging a horse through an 
archery course cannot happen. Both the 

rider and the horse must have stock in the 
game, which greatly improves confidence 
on both ends.

The rider’s self-carriage is crucial for 
cueing the horse to continue, as the course 
is not only measured for accuracy on the 
targets, it is also timed for speed. For the 
best shots on the target, the rider’s legs 
must absorb most of the movement. There 
is also a fair amount of muscle memory 
needed, and one needs to be completely 
comfortable turning a lot. 

A frequent question concerning Ice-
landic horses and mounted archery is, Can 
they tölt? Not really. Beginners can do walk 
or trot—or tölt—while learning the sport, 
but for competitions, no. These are done 
in canter or gallop only. The timing for a 
90-meter sprint is 9-10 seconds, with the 
cut-off for gaining or losing points being 
14 seconds, so it is definitely a fast-paced 
sport. 

Mounted Archery is not a new sport 
by any means; it holds a significant place 
in the histories of many different cultures. 
Today, it brings people from these and 
many other cultures together to celebrate, 
not only the horse, but the trust this amaz-
ing creature has in us. Frank has enjoyed 
traveling around the world to competitions 
and events, such as in those in Poland in 
2018 and Kazakhstan in 2019, and he plans 
on going to the World Championships in 
France in 2020. 

GETTING STARTED
When Frank does demonstrations at local 
events, many spectators want to give it a try. 
So where do you start?

First, check out the website of the 
Mounted Archery Association of the Amer-
icas, at mountedarchery.org. There you can 
find lists of affiliated clubs and instructors, 
as well as a calendar of events. 

If you can, attend the meeting of a 
nearby chapter or local event and ask if you 
can try out someone’s bow, or if someone 
will lend you equipment before you buy 
anything. The equipment you need to get 
started is a simple horse bow, which has 
no shelf rest, allowing the rider to shoot to 
either the left or right. The draw weight is 
usually 20-35 pounds—much lighter than 
the bows used for hunting. Several types of 
arrows and quivers are used; details can be 
found on the mountedarchery.org website.

Once you have bought or borrowed 
a horse bow, start by practicing on the 
ground, shooting at regular archery tar-
gets. This builds the muscle tone and pos-
ture you will need before you try shooting 
from the back of your horse.

After you have learned the specific 
archery techniques on the ground, desen-

sitizing your horse is critical. This can be 
done as with other sports, by exposing the 
horse to the actions in a safe and incremen-
tal way. The best way is to carefully shoot 
arrows around your horse, getting it used 
to the noise when the arrow leaves the bow 
and hits a target that’s only 20 feet away. 
Once your horse accepts having you shoot 
repeated arrows while standing right next 
to it, you can combine the two activities 
and start shooting from the horse. 

Finally, you need to learn the compe-
tition rules; these can also be found on the 
mountedarchery.org website. In general, 
there are three main courses used in the 
national ranking:

Korean, with up to three targets even-
ly spaced on a 90-meter course;

Hungarian, with all three targets in 
the center of the 90-meter course; and

Polish, which is a one-kilometer 
cross-country trail done in two to three 
minutes. 

If you have a local club or group that is 
interested in a demonstration or clinic, call 
Frank Sihler at 907-841-7468. You can also 
learn more about the sport of mounted 
archery on the Facebook pages of Mat-Su 
Mounted Archers, the Alaska Mounted 
Archers, the Mounted Archery Association 
of the Americas, and the International 
Horseback Archery Alliance.

Given that the best archery horse is “a willing 
and reliable partner,” Icelandics can excel at 
the sport.

Beverly Heffernan (with her helmet  
obscured by a fur topper) competed on  
Jane Wehrheim’s Drynur from Pegasus.
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As a fan of Icelandic horses, going 
to Landsmót had been on my 
bucket list, but I never dreamed it 

would become a reality so soon. In early 
April 2018, I was poking around on the 
internet, and I started looking at the 
Landsmót website. I remembered that it 
was a year when the National Horse Festi-
val of Iceland would be held (it’s coming 
up again in 2020) and I happened to 
notice a call for volunteers on the website. 
“Wow that would be fun,” I thought. 

I clicked on the link. It said that vol-
unteers had to put in three six-hour shifts 
during the course of the festival. “I could 
do that,” I thought. Volunteers could 
camp on the festival grounds for free, get 
free admission to the week-long festival, 
and would be provided with meals during 
their work shifts. “This might just be 
feasible.” I looked up airfares to Iceland 
and found a round trip fare from Minne-
apolis to Reykjavík for the first six days 
of the festival for only $460. Things were 
looking more favorable by the minute. My 
next step was to ask my friend Laura, who 
is a new fan of Icelandics, if she might 
like to volunteer with me. “I’m game,” she 
said. Wow! All the stars were aligning. 

Laura and I filled out the online ap-
plication to be volunteers. We contacted 
Thelma, the volunteer coordinator, and 
made it clear that we had no command 
of the Icelandic language and would not 
be able to do anything that required lan-
guage skills. Thelma assured us that they 
would be happy to have two American vol-
unteers working the festival. We were in. 
The excitement was starting to percolate.

THE COLDEST JUNE
June 30 came soon enough, and we flew 
to Iceland on a short five-hour flight. 
Upon arriving at the Landsmót grounds, 
just outside of Reykjavík, we found 
Thelma and introduced ourselves. She 
was just like we had imagined: a Nordic 
beauty with flaxen hair and a near-perfect 
command of English. 

The air was chilly as we set up our 
tents. Evidently, this was the coldest 
June that Iceland had had in 100 years. 
Good thing that we had watched those 
videos about bringing layers even in the 
summer. Soon it became apparent that 
even those layers and our thick Minneso-
ta blood wasn’t enough to keep us warm 
in our tents that first night. We had a very 
good excuse to buy cozy Icelandic sweat-
ers the next day. 

We headed south in our rental car 
the next day for a day of sightseeing. The 
sights along the way did not disappoint! 
There were fields of lupine, glaciers, 
waterfalls, and black sand beaches with 
geometric basalt rock formations, not to 
mention many picturesque vistas dotted 
with our beloved Icelandic horses. On 
our way back, we stopped at a municipal 
geothermal pool so that we could soak in 
the hot-tubs and store up warmth for our 
chilly night ahead.

OUR FIRST JOB
In the morning we had our first stint as 
volunteers. Laura and I met at the vol-
unteer lounge for complimentary coffee 
and pastries. I had a hafrakakka (oatmeal 
cookie)—500 calories of buttery good-
ness (let’s keep in mind that I had to stay 
warm). 

In the lounge we met a young woman 
from the Netherlands, Rikke, who had 
spent the previous summer as a trainer on 
an Icelandic horse farm. Rikke was pas-
sionate about Icelandic horses, so we had 
an immediate bond. It was fun to meet 
people from other parts of the world and 
find that we had an immediate connec-
tion because of a shared love of Icelandics. 

Laura and I settled in for our first 
session from 8:00 to 2:00 at the oval track. 
We could hardly believe our luck. Our job 
was to jump up and open the rope gate 
for the horses and riders as they entered 
and exited the track. We had front row 
seats to the A-class horses—the best 
horses in Iceland. We sat directly in front 
of the judges and got to watch those amaz-

Volunteering at Landsmót
BY KRISTIN MOORHEAD

The opening ceremonies at Landsmót 2018 featured over 100 horses and riders carrying flags—
both the Icelandic flag, shown here, and the flags of their riding clubs.

The hill at Landsmót 2018, filled with Icelandic horse enthusiasts from all over the world. 
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ing equine athletes perform their gaits. 
Of course, the flying pace was the most 
exciting. We were just a few feet away from 
these beautiful horses as they flew past. 
Laura was mesmerized, she felt that this 
was the best sort of baptism by fire into 
the world of the Icelandic horse. 

Mostly, we performed our duties well. 
I can’t say that the entire morning was 
without incident; we enjoyed ourselves im-
mensely, but we were very insecure at first 
since we couldn’t understand Icelandic 
and we were not always sure when to open 
and shut the gates. The judges and even 
the spectators helped us out if we weren’t 
Johnny-on-the-Spot about getting the 
gate. Soon we fell into the rhythm and fig-
ured out when the gate was to be opened. 

One of the most touching moments 
for me was when they announced the 
name of one of the horses as “frá Kirk-
jubæ.” I grabbed Laura’s arm, “That’s 
where my mare came from.” My Rækja frá 
Kirkjubæ (US88200611) was imported 
from Iceland, and she was the dam of my 
horse Ragnar from JB (US2006103532), 
who is the sire of several foals at my farm. 
This horse entering the track was from 
the same farm, the same lineage. I actu-
ally got a little choked up at the thought 
of tracing my horses’ roots back to the 
motherland.

After we deduced that it was lunch 
time (all of the judges left), we headed up 
to the cafeteria for our complimentary 
meal. Laura and I ate heartily. This was 
not the standard festival fare that you 
would get in the States, no, we had a 
proper three-course meal. The food was 
delicious, and it saved us a ton of money, 
because restaurant food is very expensive 
in Iceland. 

OTHER FANS
Our second volunteer assignment, on 
the following day, was in the cafeteria. It 
wasn’t as glamorous as working at the oval 
track, but it was a great opportunity to 
meet other Icelandic horse fans. Jóhan-
na, an Icelandic horse trainer, was also 
on cafeteria duty with us. She invited us 
to come and ride with her at her home. 
Unfortunately, our schedule didn’t allow 
for that, so it will have to wait for our next 
trip to Iceland. 

Between clearing away plates and 
tidying the dining hall, we watched the 
competition on the large screens and 
chatted with people. We met the presi-
dent of the Norwegian Icelandic Horse 
Federation, and also the owner of an 
Icelandic trekking company. The cafe-
teria was a veritable Who’s Who of the 
Icelandic world. 

Later that evening we joined Jóhan-
na and her friends in her camper for a 
drink, and then we headed to one of the 
event tents for raucous live music. It was 
great to feel part of the in-crowd and 
to hang out with other volunteers and 
competitors. We never would have gone 
to the after-parties if we had come to 
Landsmót as spectators. There were also 
a lot of seminars and training sessions 
offered during the day, so when we had 
down time, we took advantage of these 
offerings. 

BREATHTAKING
Our third volunteer experience was once 
again on the oval track, but this session 
consisted of youth riders. We were old 
hands at it by this time and knew exactly 
when to open and shut the gate. This was 
a great chance to really relax and enjoy 

watching the horses and riders. Our 
afternoon was free that day, so we also 
managed to fit in a trail ride. Thelma 
gave us a recommendation for an outfit-
ter nearby, and we had a great ride with 
some beautiful scenery. 

The culminating event for us at 
Landsmót was the opening ceremony 
on Thursday night. We sat under a new 
Icelandic blanket and watched as over a 
hundred Icelandic horses came tölting 
onto the track. Horse clubs from all 
over Iceland rode in with their club flags 
waving above them. It was a breathtaking 
experience.

The final two days of the festival 
drew the biggest crowds. Unfortunately, 
our flight was on Friday, so we missed the 
finale. Thelma and Jóhanna both thought 
that we were crazy to leave early, but I 
can say that we had a full week of great 
experiences nonetheless. 

IF YOU GO
The next Landsmót will be held in 2020 
in Hella, in the South of Iceland. Start 
looking at the Landsmót website—Lands-
mot.is—in the spring of 2020 so that you 
can register to volunteer by the deadline 
of April 10. Plan on staying through the 
last weekend of Landsmót, that’s when 
the crowds are the biggest.

If you’re not the camping type, you 
can still volunteer. Just secure your own 
lodging for the week. Even if the calendar 
says summer, pack your winter woolens. 
Bring sturdy rain gear, as the activities go 
on rain or shine. And bring a sleep mask. 
Remember, it is the Land of the Midnight 
Sun, and it never really gets dark. Espe-
cially in a tent.

As Landsmót volunteers, Kristin and Laura had the job of opening and closing the gate to the oval track. “We had front row seats to the best horses in Iceland!”
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I’m 64. My health is good, I’ve healed 
well from my last horse accident—but 
I’ve changed. I’ve lost some of my cow-

girl swagger. I have an ominous and grow-
ing awareness that I don’t have the balance 
or muscle tone I had in my 50s. Over the 
years I’ve sustained concussions—who 
knows how many, or what level of residual 
damage there may be. I love my horses, 
and riding brings me joy and emotional 
stability. It always has. But I’m also aware 
that my time is shortening, and I want to 
spend as much of it as I can with my family, 
both two-legged and four-legged. So I’m 
learning about aging and how to protect 
myself. 

My mares are both 11 this year, as is 
the gelding. We have been together since 
they were 6. I’ve suddenly realized that 
these may well be my last horses. The 
thought is shocking and terrifying. I don’t 
think I have the skill to start a green horse 
anymore—that has never been an issue for 
me before. Many things play into my think-
ing. I can’t imagine anyone else caring for 
my horses like I do. I don’t want to die and 
leave their care to chance. We are friends, 
so I want their days to be happy and 
healthy. If I can, I will ride them until they 
let me know they are ready to retire. Then 
they will have a life of leisure until the end. 
I’m hoping they will make it to 30, and 
by then I’ll be 83. That’s probably a good 
time to stop climbing on top of a horse. If I 
need to train more, I’ll consider doing only 
ground work. (I have hedged a bit by also 
having a driving horse and a cart.)

EASING INTO IT
There is plenty of information about aging 
horses and aging humans on the internet. 
This article is meant to raise some ques-
tions that all of us will face at some point 
and to ease us into a supportive dialogue. 
We and our horses benefit from having a 
community—our Icelandic horse clubs—
to help us transition through the stages of 
our lives. What a gift to the young people 
among us, too, to have elders that talk 
about, teach, and learn together.

With that in mind, I sent out a set of 
interview questions. The results were in-
teresting. Many of my horse friends chose 
not to engage. That in itself is information; 
not everyone is ready or willing to think 
about end-of-life plans. It all seems very far 
away and nebulous—until it’s not. Though 

I would by no means say my survey is scien-
tific, it did reassure me that many others 
do think about these things and that there 
is wisdom to be gleaned. Some folks opted 
to be anonymous, others were okay with 
sharing their names. Some focused on the 
horses and some on themselves. 

WHAT’S CHANGED?
My first two questions were, How long have 
you owned your current horses? and, How 
have those horses changed over the course 
of time?

I loved what Christine Schwartz said 
because it resonated with me as well. 
Christine has owned and ridden Icelandics 
since 1976 (I got mine in 2001). “My per-
sonal horses, as they grew in age,” she said, 
“formed a deeper connection with me. I 
trusted them more with different riders, es-
pecially children. My first horse, Valur, was 

quite a runaway when he first came from 
Iceland, but he was also a fantastic jumper: 
He jumped over 4 feet. I rarely let anybody 
else ride him until his mid-twenties, when 
he became a great kids’ horse.”

Sharon Hoofnagle, now in her 70s, 
was an equine veterinarian for 37 years. Of 
the two horses she has owned for 10 and 14 
years, she said, “We have developed closer 
bonds. They can predict what I want to do 
on a ride before I know what I want to do. 
Any drama is gone. But I no longer go on 
long aggressive rides, like packing into the 
high country 20 miles. We are all slowing 
down a bit. We could ride harder, but I 
would worry about them.”

Like Christine and Sharon, some 
folks were able to say they had owned the 
same horses from their early years. I was 
looking especially for people like that, so 
they could talk about the changes. Horses, 

Aging Horses, Aging Humans
BY LISA MCKEEN

Lisa now—on her own farm, with a very relaxed Elska from Extreme Farm, enjoying a fun lesson 
from trainer Freya Sturm. “Notice, even on my own place, I’m wearing full safety gear these 
days!” Photo by Kathryn Lockerbie.
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like their humans, can develop injuries 
or arthritis, become insulin resistant, or 
have other ailments. So while the initial 
cost of vetting is low on young Icelandics, 
it does seem that vet costs rise with your 
horse’s age. Likewise, humans spend more 
time healing from injuries as they age and, 
therefore, spend more time off their horses 
than they might have earlier on. I think the 
big message is that we, both horses and hu-
mans, become more vulnerable as we age. 

This requires us to be flexible in our 
thinking and planning about horse care 
and riding. What used to be a weekly rou-
tine of trail riding, track riding, and more 
trail riding may become more like this: a 
trail ride, Intrinzen or other groundwork, 
an arena ride, more groundwork, and then 
two days off if my back is sore or one of 
the horses seems tired. It requires flexible 
thinking, which keeps your brain young. 
We seek novelty to keep the horses inter-
ested in our work together. We also have to 
get better at using feeds, herbs, and other 
supplements to alleviate or avoid nutri-
tional deficits that allow the body to break 
down sooner. 

Learning from our maturing hors-
es can help us learn about and respect 
our own body’s needs as we age, as well. 
Supplements may be helpful for us, too, as 
are learning different ways of lifting, and 
varying our types of  activities. Our tender-
ness and gentle care for our horses’ bodies 
can help us develop the skill to care for our 
own physical needs. Horses have taught me 
much and it seems that they will continue 
to do so. 

A LIFE OF HORSES
I also asked, When did you begin riding or 
working with horses?, and How have you 
changed over the years? For most people, 
the connection with horses showed up ear-
ly; I know I was born with mine. As a child 
I had imaginary horses, instead of the 
imaginary friends many young children 
have. I continue to be in awe of the 70- and 
80-year-olds who come to me for a horse 
experience. Curiousity about horses and 
desire for that connection never seems to 
go away.

Those of us who have lived long 
with horses have changed much over the 
years. We are less willing to take risks, but 
more willing to try new things like liberty 
training, scent training, or dressage. The 
learning, as we work to communicate with 
our horses, is exponential and, while many 
horse owners are quick to recognize the 
changes in their horses, we also learn to 
attend to the changes time requires for our 
own lives. As a group, we have certainly 
noticed our energy has decreased and our 

old injuries come back to haunt us. But we 
have also received the gift of patience and 
a willingness to listen to what our horses 
and our own bodies tell us. We are more 
likely to seek out new ways of doing things. 

I wouldn’t be riding today if it weren’t 
for my mentors and coaches. After some se-
vere injuries, my lower back never healed. 
To address the pain I had back surgery, 
but because of conversations with my horse 
community, including Alys Culhane, Freya 
Sturm, Kathy Lockerbie, and Wendy Mur-
doch, I learned to approach my healing 
more slowly (never my way in this world; 
I’m a get up and get it done kind of spirit), 
to listen to my pain, and to re-train my 
brain to manage movement. Through the 
science underpinning Intrinzen and Proj-
ect Proprius, I understand now that there is 
gain without pain! What a concept! Thank 
you, Steinar Sigurbjörnsson and Kathy 

Sierra, for developing those programs. 
My horses are happier and healthier, as 
am I. However, I’m sure that I wouldn’t 
have been as open to these new ideas if my 
circumstances hadn’t insisted that I learn 
to do things differently.

MAKING CHOICES
The hours of your life fly quickly by and, 
as we age, we are forced to make decisions 
about how to spend our energy each day. 
Taking time to notice how things are 
changing is a great gift of aging. Another 
difference is that I can no longer work for 
10 or 12 hours without a break. So, rather 
than boating with my husband, I may 
choose riding on a particular day. Instead 
of riding, I may choose to hang out with my 
grandkids. Limited energy means making 
choices. Rather than brushing off signals 
that something is off, I now attend to the 

Lisa then—with a very anxious-looking green Appaloosa named Satin. “No helmet, no vest, but 
lots of injuries to tell stories about!”
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subtle warnings my body sends me. Like-
wise, I am better able to sense my horse’s 
needs. As I take the time to feel their 
bodies while grooming or before saddling, 
I benefit from that connection with them 
and the time we spend breathing together. 
They are full of energy now, but as they age 
I’ll need to continue educating myself and 
observe them carefully for signs of pain or 
fatigue.

As Glenda Josey said, “I think the best 
thing I have learned from this whole horse 
experience is you need to listen to your an-
imal. I cringe when I hear people say, ‘My 
horse is stubborn. He won’t do what I want 
him to do.’ Usually your animal is trying 
to tell you something and you are just too 
stubborn and inflexible to listen. There 
are very few horses that are born crazy. It is 
people that make them so.”

Said Judy Skogen, “I am 67 now, and 
my body is beginning to have difficulty 
taking care of all my responsibilities as a 
horse owner. During the winter I care for 
four horses, two of which are elderly ‘big’ 
horses and two Icelandics, who are easy 
maintenance. But I realize that I really 
can’t care for that many horses or I soon 
will be too worn out to care for any. During 
the summer months the chores are man-
ageable and enjoyable, but I still realize 
that so many other household chores are 
getting neglected.”

Lisa Roland added, “I notice I am by 
far not as committed to continue riding as 
I used to be. I am keeping the horses I have 
through their retirement, with the possi-
bility of selling my youngster. My husband 
and I have hobbies that we want to explore 
further, including travel. I will continue 
certifying my animals for search and res-
cue and enjoy trail rides with friends, but 
competition has taken a back burner.”

LOOKING FORWARD
At what age do you expect to stop riding? 
Each of us and each of our horses are 
individuals, so there is no specific age that 
dictates when we will stop. Most of the 
respondents plan to ride and keep horses 
as long as they can. Their bodies—and 
their horses—will let them know. I know 
myself well: I’m the one who has ignored 
doctors, caring family members, and any 
others when it comes to riding or working 
with horses. I will continue to disregard all 
advice to stop, so I’m trying hard to hone 
my listening skills. I seek conversations with 
people who can support me in my deci-
sion-making. In some ways, I have already 
begun the journey. 

Said RJ West, “I’m probably in denial, 
but I hope to ride as long as I can get my 
leg over a horse. Older friends have ridden 
until their late 70s, but I have one friend 
who is riding in her mid-80s. I expect I’ll 
be in the former group.”

“Driving Elska is an alternative activity for the 
times I feel too sore to ride,” Lisa says. Elska 
also enjoys the change in the routine.

Dawn Shaw will stop “when I can no 
longer physically do it. I’ve already quit 
training,” she said, “except for my own. I’ll 
start my own young horses, but I have less 
tolerance for ‘snags.’ If there’s something I 
don’t want to deal with, I’m happier paying 
someone else who I trust to do the work. I 
no longer ride green horses. Instead, I plan 
to keep the two mares I have now until they 
have passed. I know if I change my mind, I 
have great trainers who can help me find a 
horse that will partner well with me. This 
requires me to quiet the hardcore cowgirl 
in me and consider what others are telling 
me. If my death precedes those of my hors-
es, I have a plan for their care. My family 
knows who to call. I found people I can 
trust through the USIHC’s regional clubs.” 

Sharon Hoofnagle, too, said she had 
“a directive in my will that states what 
I would like done with my animals if I 
precede them in death or cannot make 
decisions. There is also a fund set aside 
for them. Also—and this is a hard one—I 
have given permission for euthanasia by a 
vet if the vet and caretakers all agree. I feel 
an old horse with serious health problems 
might prefer to leave this earth. My family 
know and love my animals. I trust them to 
make the right decision.”

There’s no great time to plan for our 
own death or those of our horses. Now is 
the time to think about how you will know 
when the time has come to make changes 
in your routines. What resources do you 
have to help you extend your time with 
horses? I think the wisest thing we can all 
do is talk to people who are supportive and 
who will encourage us to maintain our own 
flexible mindset. After all, any day that you 
can spend time with a horse is a great day!

Lisa gives Brynn Alphar, riding Lisa’s mare Sali, a lesson through a simple obstacle course. “As 
the mares have become solid mounts, they have partnered with me in passing on basic horse 
knowledge.” Photo by Shauna Alphar.
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Last summer, Pete and I set off on 
a three-month horse trip in the 
Lower 48. Our primary reason for 

going so far afield from our home trails 
of Alaska was to expose our two younger 
mares (Hrimfara, 6, and Tyra, 5) to un-
familiar four-leggeds, thus making them 
more reliable trail horses. We also enlisted 
the services of Raudhetta (16), who by 
virtue of having done two previous trips, 
had (at least in her own mind) seen and 
done it all.

I wanted to put my knowledge of the 
Four Centered Riding Basics—centering, 
soft eyes, breathing, and alignment—to 
practice in unfamiliar settings. This was 
a tall order, given that most Centered 
Riding instruction is arena-based. It’s one 
thing to put theory to practice on familiar 
trails; it’s quite another to do this on un-
familiar trails. But having tangible results 
would further bolster my confidence and 
competence. 

We ended up interspersing day trips 
with longer pack trips, since the snow 
in the high country was too deep for 
extended packing. This was advantageous 
in that Tyra and Hrimmi’s trail education 
included much-needed mental and physi-
cal breaks.

COWS
Our first livestock interaction occurred 
early in our trip. We were doing a day 
ride in Medicine Bow National Forest, 
near our friends CJ and Dave DiPietra’s 
Cheyenne residence and saddle-making 

shop. I rode Tyra, Pete rode Raudi and po-
nied Hrimmi, and CJ accompanied us on 
Happy Jack. CJ’s Arab is cow-competent, 
by virtue of there being more cows than 
horses in Wyoming.

The landscape consists of forested 
and sage brush country. I breathed a sigh 
of relief upon seeing that the trails were 
well maintained. My sense of relief was 
short-lived. Two miles out, Pete uttered 
the C-word: “Cows. You hear them?” he 
asked. I didn’t hear anything.

“They’re just over the rise,” CJ said. 
I then heard the signature sound of 
bovines—muffled hooves and mournful 
blowing.

“Sounds like a cattle drive,” Pete said.

“They’re directly in front of us!” I 
screeched.

Tyra raised her head and snorted. 
This was déjà vu all over again. I re-
membered the time Pete and I were sea 
kayaking in Alaska’s Southeast Passage. 
I glanced to my left and saw a cruise ship 
coming. We were at the apex of a water-
way Y. There was a 50-percent chance we’d 
become killer whale fodder. “Go left,” Pete 
said. As luck would have it, this was the 
correct choice then, and it was the correct 
choice now.

We halted our horses 100-yards dis-
tant, turned around, and watched them 
come over the rise. A half-dozen cowboys 
rode to the side of and behind the lengthy 
bovine line, and four border collies 
pressed the line forward. The cows passed 
by where we’d first heard them, and kept 
going. We resumed our ride.

Lessons Learned: If I’d been graded 
on my use of the four basics, I would have 
failed. In that moment of duress, I hadn’t 
brought my Centered Riding training to 
mind, so my sympathetic nervous system 
(flight or fight) went into overdrive. Cen-
tering? Fearing our horses were going to 
bolt, my “center” rose to somewhere near 
my throat. Soft eyes? My face muscles were 
hard, my gaze locked on Hrimmi’s brown-
and-white butt. Alignment? I remained 
crouched over the entire time. Breathing? 
I sucked in air, but did not release it. Had 
Tyra not zoned in on Raudi, I am sure 
she would have drawn upon my fears and 
bolted. I could do better. 

Centered Horse Packing
BY ALYS CULHANE

Pete, riding Raudi and ponying the pack horse, Hrimmi, above Blacktail Creek in the Scapegoat 
Wilderness.

Tyra, loaded for the trail, at the hitching post on the Lander Cut-Off trailhead.
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MORE COWS
On our first pack trip, we took five days 
to ride from a BLM campground located 
outside of Encampment, WY to Commis-
sary Park, CO, and back to the camp-
ground. As we turned onto the trail the 
first morning, we found a cattle guard at 
its base. These guards, designed to keep 
bovines in, have side-access gates to allow 
trail users and stock owners to enter and 
exit the grazing lands. I dismounted Tyra 
and opened the gate. Cows would be 
everywhere, I worried, given the evidence 
of cow plops on and beside the trail. Sure 
enough we soon sighted a herd of 50-plus 
Angus scattered across the landscape.

The cows paid us little mind, and 
moved off the trail when we approached. 
This scene repeated itself several times 
during the course of the day. My con-
fidence was such that I began singing 
“Get Along Little Doggie,” as the young 
ones, tails high in the air, followed their 
disgruntled mothers. 

Near day’s end, however, it was 
raining and snowing. The horses were 
hungry. Grass was sparse because the 
land was overgrazed. I, in the lead, heard 
blowing and then saw a particular group 
of very large bovines—I likened them to 
fourth-grade lunchroom bullies. They 
had thick necks, snotty noses, and irri-
tated expressions. No, they weren’t going 
to yield to us. I again began singing, this 
time “Don’t Fence Me In,” and kept going 
toward them. Pete on Raudi followed. The 
cows, as if by magic, moved aside. I then 
noticed, off to the side, a large black bull 
with a white question mark on his fore-

head. He strode in my direction, stopped 
by the trail edge and bellowed loudly. We 
all kept going. 

Lessons Learned: Yes, this time I drew 
upon my Centered Riding training. Key 
here was alignment. When I saw the 
cows, I brought to mind an image of 
the Marlboro Man, an individual who 
(before coming down with lung cancer) 
embodied fearlessness. My picturing him 
enabled me to sit up tall and to align my 
shoulders, hips, knees, and ankles. This 
postural shift conveyed to Tyra that, yes, I 
was in charge, and no, we had nothing to 
worry about. This, then, was the message 
that we also conveyed to Mr. Bull. 

RANGE HORSES
Pete and I pored over maps with a U.S. 
Forest Service ranger prior to doing our 
second pack trip. The Big Piney is part of 
the Bridger-Teton National Forest, and 
the ranger for that district expressed his 
reservations about our proposed route, 
noting that the USFS trail crews had not 
yet removed all the deadfall. I unfolded 
an area map of the Lander Cutoff Trail, a 
historic route originally traversed by those 
on the Oregon Trail. He said that some 
parts weren’t well maintained, but that 
there were trail markers. Pete and I de-
cided we’d do an eight-day loop, starting 
and finishing near Big Piney. This would 
enable us to ride portions of the historic 
trail.

We soon discovered the trails on 
our route had not been well maintained. 
Signage in key places was non-existent. 
The trip was a lesson in frustration. But 
it was gratifying, too, in that we rose to 
the challenge of locating trails with no 
GPS and only USFS maps in hand. It was 
also one of the most scenic portions of 
our trip: We rode through several fields of 
yellow daisies. 

On Day Eight, we had what I later 
called a wrong side of the fence occur-
rence. We’d spent the afternoon on the 
Salt River Trail and had planned on 
camping in that area, but could not find 
a suitable campsite: one with water, trees 
for highlining, and grass. We continued 
on, turning toward Water Canyon, which 
might have what we needed for camping.

The adage “the grass is always 
greener on the other side,” is why livestock 
can often be found on the wrong side of 

Alys in Idaho, trekking along the Selway River.

Hrimmi with her pack saddle, ready to load. Notice she’s also wearing boots.
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fences. Suddenly, two large, rangy chest-
nut horses came trotting up the road. 
Tyra lowered her head and began grazing. 
Raudi raised her head high, turned on 
her haunches, and bolted in the direction 
we’d just come. Tyra heard Raudi coming 
and took off too. We were coming up on 
a dirt road with ATV traffic, so I was po-
nying Ryder, our border collie. “The dog, 
the dog!” I yelled. Her rope was on my 
right wrist. I tried, but couldn’t shake it 
off. Tyra slowed to a fast walk—it was then 
that I looked behind me. Pete, who’d tum-
bled off Raudi, was now standing beside 
her. He later told me that Hrimmi was on 
his right when Raudi took off. He held the 
reins in his left hand and Hrimmi’s lead 
in his right. The lead rope crossed his face 
and pulled him off balance. 

The range horses had lost interest in 
following us and were now grazing. Our 
horses did the same. As we were putting 
Tyra’s and Raudi’s Easy Boots back in 
place, I noticed that there was a herd of 
five more horses to the right of the other 
two. We crossed the road and walked our 
animals up and over the nearest hill, and 
in this way removed ourselves from the 
eight horses’ line of sight.

Lessons Learned: My fait accompli was 
that I stayed in the saddle when Tyra gal-
loped off. Rather than holding my breath, 
I synchronized my breathing with hers. 
I’d often practiced this at home, but I had 
never before done it on unfamiliar trails. 
By dint of habit, it came to me naturally.

MULES GALORE
Our final pack trip took place in the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness, northwest of Hele-
na, MT. We’d heard this area was a trail 
rider’s paradise because the trails are well-
made, well-marked with proper signage, 
and off-limits to motorized vehicles.

But we would be riding there in 
early August, when outfitters are taking 
supplies into remote hunting camps. 
Their pack strings consist of many mules 
carrying huge, bulky loads, giving them 
a camel-like appearance. Trail etiquette 
dictates that those with smaller strings 
yield to those with larger strings. 

Raudi was familiar with mules. Her 
trail buddy in the 2018 Knik River Ramble 
competitive trail ride was a mule. Tyra 
and Hrimmi, however, had never crossed 
paths with their long-eared counterparts. 
Hrimmi was our lone pack horse, so we’d 
have to step off the trail if an outfitter was 
leading two more animals.

In our travels in Wyoming we’d rid-
den across scree-covered embankments, 
some with narrow ledges and steep drop-
offs. I’d been told The Bob had sections 

like this. I couldn’t help but wonder—
what if we were riding along one of these 
ledges and a pack string came our way? 
An Icelandic has an incredibly tight turn-
ing radius; still, it would not be possible. I 
pictured the scree avalanching, and all of 
us tumbling off a cliff. 

Our first encounter with mules oc-
curred shortly after we arrived at the Indi-
an Meadows Trailhead. I let the horses off 
their highline to graze in a nearby grassy 
area. Fifteen minutes later, an outfitter 
and his mule train came down the nearby 
trail. Even with her hobbles, when Raudi 
saw the seven loaded mules, she hopped 
in their direction. Tyra and Hrimmi 
followed. I envisioned our horses mixing 
it up with the mules, who, in having the 
ability to kick sideways, had the home 
court advantage. The outfitter stopped his 
string and waited patiently for me to put 
the lead rope on Raudi. Pete, right behind 
me, put leads on Tyra and Hrimmi. The 
outfitter and his very well-behaved stock 
continued on their way. We learned from 
this incident to always have our horses 
restrained when in this area. 

Our subsequent mule encounters 

were all equally uneventful. We did have 
to pull off the trail from time to time. But, 
aside from an occasional ear-shattering 
bray, the mules were well behaved. Our 
horses paid them little mind. 

Lessons Learned: In all our mule 
encounters, I put my Centered Riding 
training to use. Soft eyes: When I saw 
Raudi take off, I made my eyes go soft, en-
hancing my peripheral vision. I saw where 
I needed to position myself to get between 
her and the mules. My relaxed gaze also 
communicated to Raudi that coming over 
to me was an acceptable option. Center-
ing: Out on the trail, I often thought of 
my having a ball of light in my core. This 
ball got smaller when I wanted Tyra to 
expend energy and move out, and larger 
when I wanted her to relax. And relax she 
did when mules walked by.

Throughout the summer, my drawing 
upon Centered Riding’s Four Basics made 
for very enjoyable riding. In adhering to 
the basics, I learned to better deal with 
fear, for I found myself more in the mo-
ment than I would have been otherwise.

Pete and Alys met outfitter Neil Eustace on the trail, also packing with Icelandics in the Bob 
Marshall Wilderness.

The Forest Service warned some of the wilderness trails were not well-maintained. They meant it.
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Moon Blindness, or equine recur-
rent uveitis (ERU), is a painful 
eye disease in horses. Caused by 

an autoimmune process, it can result in se-
vere damage, including corneal ulcerations, 
glaucoma, cataracts, retinal detachment, 
and, ultimately, blindness. Appaloosas have 
a high genetic risk for the syndrome, calcu-
lated at 8.3 times greater than other breeds. 
ERU has also been linked to genetic factors 
in Warmblood horses. 

The Icelandic horse has not been 
implicated as a high-risk breed, but medical 
records from Denmark show that they are 
often referred for signs of ERU. Michala de 
Linde Henriksen, an assistant professor at 
Colorado State University and a board-cer-
tified veterinary ophthalmologist, and 
Tina Pihl, an associate professor and large 
animal internist at the University of Copen-
hagen, are leading a research team looking 
for underlying causes that may predispose 
the Icelandic horse to develop the disease. 
Rebecca Bellone, head of the Genetics 
Laboratory at the University of California 
at Davis, is conducting genetic analyses on 
horses that enter the study. Ann Dwyer, an 
equine practitioner from the Genesee Val-
ley Equine Clinic in New York with broad 
experience in ophthalmic examination and 
research in ERU, is examining some of the 
horses studied in the U.S. 

ERU is known to be triggered by 
the bacteria Leptospira. (Other infectious 
agents, such as the parasitic worm Oncho-
cerca, can also cause blindness, but not the 
lifelong autoimmune disease we see in 
ERU.) In Denmark, where the research 
team examined 112 Icelandic horses, the 
preliminary results suggest that Leptospira 
bacteria are not involved in the disease 
process for ERU in the Icelandic horse. The 
team hypothesizes that a genetic compo-
nent may play a role in cases of ERU in 
Icelandic horses, though they are still look-
ing to see if leptospirosis is a factor in any 
ERU cases found outside of Denmark. The 
team is applying for grants to also examine 
horses in Iceland.

In the U.S., the researchers are 
currently enrolling Icelandic horses in 
New York and Colorado; other sites may 
be added. They are not looking for single 

MOON BLINDNESS STUDY
BY MICHALA DE LINDE HENRIKSEN AND ANN DWYER

horses with known eye problems, but for 
owners or breeders with multiple Icelandic 
horses who are interested in being a part of 
a larger research study. They have already 
examined 18 horses, for example, owned 
by members of the Saint Skutla Icelandic 
Horse Club at Steven and Andrea Barber’s 
Sand Meadow Farm in Mendon, NY.

Each horse in the study undergoes 
a thorough ocular exam, and samples of 
hair and blood are taken for DNA analysis 
and leptospiral serology. The examination 
inspects all layers of the eye, including the 
cornea, iris, lens, and retina. Simple stain 
tests are performed to check for corneal 
disease, and intraocular pressure readings 
are taken to check for glaucoma. Photo-
graphs record the coat color of the horse 
and document both normal and abnor-
mal eye findings. The process takes 30-45 
minutes per horse. The horses are usually 
lightly sedated, and short term nerve blocks 
are performed to quiet eyelid movement, 
optimize image quality, and obtain accurate 
eye pressure readings. The exams are usu-
ally well tolerated by the horses. Results of 
normal and abnormal findings are shared 
with the owners, and there is no cost to 
participate in the study.

Knowledge of the prevalence of ERU 
in Icelandics and the potential underlying 
causes will benefit equine veterinarians and 
Icelandic horse owners globally. If genetic 

factors are found, then prevention of this 
devastating disease can be pursued through 
genetic testing and selective breeding. 
Icelandic horse owners and equine practi-
tioners will be able to better monitor horses 
for early diagnosis of ERU and provide 
treatment to prolong the comfort and 
vision of affected horses. 

For more information, or for owners 
or breeders with multiple Icelandic horses 
to offer your horses for the study, please 
contact the lead researcher at michala.
henriksen@colostate.edu. 
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The owners of the farms listed below have offered to have you visit in order to become acquainted with the Icelandic horse. Some are breeders, 
some importers, and some are interested in breed promotion alone. Their listing here does not constitute an endorsement of any kind by the USIHC.

F A R M   L I S T
CALIFORNIA
Bohart K K Ranch
Bonnie and Randy Bohart
2242 Mesa Drive. Newport Beach, CA 92660
(949) 735-6804 (phone)
(949) 660-7139 (fax)
bonnielou92660@yahoo.com
www.bohartkkranch.com

Flying C Ranch
Will & Asta Covert
3600 Roblar Ave. Santa Ynez, CA 93460
(805) 688-1393 (phone)
info@tolt.net
www.tolt.net

Valkyrie Icelandic
Laura Benson
1 Duane St. #33
Redwood City, CA 94062
(650) 281-4108 (phone)
laura@valkyrieicelandic.com
www.valkyrieicelandic.com

COLORADO
Dopkin Real Estate & Ranch Inc.
Carol Dopkin
2112 McLain Flats Rd. Aspen, CO 81611
(970) 618-0187 (phone)
carol@caroldopkin.com
www.caroldopkin.com

Hestar  Ranch
Monika Meier-Galliker
P.O. Box 1744 / 30420 C.r. 500
Arboles, CO 81121
(970) 883-2531 (phone)
m.meier@hestar-ranch.us
www.hestar-ranch.com

Lough  Arrow  Icelandics
Andrea Brodie, D V M
22242 County Road 46.0. Aguilar, CO 81020
(719) 680-2845 (phone)
fiddlinvet@gmail.com
www.coloradoicelandics.com

Tamangur Icelandic Horses
Coralie Denmeade
5775 Best Road. Larkspur, CO 80118
(719) 209-2312 (phone)
coralie@tamangur-icelandics.com
www.tamangur-icelandics.com

Tolt Mountain Ranch
Thomas R Dowding
1200 Quanah Road
Westcliffe, CO 81252
(619) 977-4975 (phone) 
dowdingtom@gmail.com

GEORGIA
Creekside Farm
Katrin Taylor-Sheehan
3170 Double Bridges Road
Rutledge, GA 30663
(706) 347-0900 (phone)
kat@creeksideusa.com
www.creeksideusa.com

IOWA
Harmony Icelandics
Virginia Lauridsen
1401 Casady Dr.
Des Moines, IA 50315
(515) 556-3307 (phone)
virginia@harmonyicelandics.com
www.harmonyicelandics.com

KENTUCKY
Lettleiki Icelandics
Maggie Brandt
6105 Eminence Pike
Shelbyville, KY 40019
(502) 541-4590 (phone)
maggie@lettleikiicelandics.com
www.lettleikiicelandics.com

Taktur Icelandic Horses
Terral Hill & Carrie Lyons Brandt
12501 W Hwy 42 Apt B
Prospect, KY 40059
(502) 409-1924 (phone)
carrieandterral@gmail.com
taktur.horse

MAINE
Boulder Ridge Farm
Brian & Cindy Wescott
1271 Cape Rd. Limington, ME 04049
(207) 637-2338 (phone)
info@bricelandics.com
www.bricelandics.com

MASSACHUSETTS
Merrimack Valley Icelandics
Neil and Ebba Meehan
282 Main Street. Boxford, MA 01921
(781) 521-0841 (phone)
ebbameehan@me.com

MISSISSIPPI
Northstar Farms - Oh, Ky, Ms
Lanny L. Carroll
4690 Cr 600
Booneville, MS 38829
(937) 687-7103 (phone)
ohioicelandics@yahoo.com
www.northstaricelandics.com

NEW MEXICO
Windsong Icelandics
Ulla Hudson
P.O. Box 918
733 State Road 344
Edgewood, NM 87015
(505) 615-5050 (phone)
(505) 286-7791 (fax)
ullahudson@mac.com
windsongdressage.com/windsongicelandics.
com/windsongtack.com

NEW YORK
Easy Gait - Farm Llc
Bettina, Jana and Stephan Wagner
4694 Clark Road
Cincinnatus, NY 13040
(607) 592-2372 (phone)
easygaitfarm77@gmail.com

Sand Meadow Farm
Steven & Andrea Barber
300 Taylor Road
Honeoye Falls, NY 14472
(585) 624-4468 (phone)
toltstar@yahoo.com
www.sandmeadow.com

NORTH CAROLINA
Hulinndalur
Sara Lyter
372 John Weaver Rd
Columbus, NC 28722
slyterz@yahoo.com

OHIO
Beat’n Branch Icelandics
Ron & Sherry Hoover
4709 Beat Rd
Litchfield, OH 44253
(330) 635-5623 (phone)
890hoover@gmail.com

Common Ground Farm and Kennel
Jim and Laurie Blakey
12698 Mantua Center Rd.
Mantua, OH 44255-9368
(330) 995-9273 (phone)
commongroundfarmandkennel@gmail.com
poodlepony.com

OREGON
Five-Gait Farm Icelandics
Lucy Nold
86623 Central Road
Eugene, OR 97402
(831) 332-5328 (phone)
fivegaitfarmicelandics@gmail.com
fivegaitfarm.com
Mountain Icelandic Farm

https://www.icelandics.org/s2ss
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Annette Coulon
19565 Tumalo Reservoir Rd
Bend, OR 97703
(831) 331-0442 (phone)
annette@mountainicelandics.com
www.mountainicelandics.com

Schwalbenhof
Karin Daum
10676 Nw Valley Vista Rd
Hillsboro, OR 97229
(503) 724-9537 (phone)
daumkarin@gmail.com
 
SOUTH CAROLINA
Black Creek Farm
Sarah C. Elkin
449 Jewell Boone Rd.
Pelion, SC 29123
(803) 894-4514 (phone)
bigdoglady@pbtcomm.net
blackcreekfarm.us

SOUTH DAKOTA
Morning Star Farm
Margaret Hillenbrand
6758 Nameless Cave Road
Rapid City, SD 57702
(605) 381-4956 (phone)
hillenbrandmimi@gmail.com

TENNESSEE
Shady Brook Farm
Marilyn Chapman
148 Shady Brook Lane
Kingston, TN 37763
(865) 376-8584 (phone)
lucybexpress@yahoo.com

WASHINGTON
Lone Cedar Icelandic Horses
Dawn Shaw
P.O. Box 524
451 E. Murray Road N
Grapeview, WA 98546
(360) 275-7542 (phone)
iceherd@hotmail.com
www.lonecedaricelandichorses.com

Red Feather Icelandics
Dick and Linda Templeton
24 Whitewater Drive
Trout Lake, WA 98650
(541) 490-0975 (phone)
redfeathericelandics@gmail.com
www.redfeathericelandics.com

WEST VIRGINIA
Deep Creek Farm
Curtis Pierce and Marsha Korose
537 Fjord Rdige Dr
Mathias, WV 26812
(304) 897-6627 (phone)
cepinwv@yahoo.com
www.deepcreekfarm.com

Icelandic Thunder
Denise & James Taylor
550 Hackers Creek Rd
Philippi, WV 26416-7198
(304) 457-4238 (phone)
icywoman@msn.com
icelandicthunder.com

WYOMING
Gyetorp II 
The Behringer Family 
810 Valley View Drive 
Cheyenne, WY 82009 
(307) 757-7915 (phone) 
gyetorp2@gmail.com
http://www.gyetorp2.com

VERMONT
Lunar Hill Icelandics
Jana Meyer
151 North Bridgewater Road
Bridgewater, VT 05034
(603) 856-6697 (phone)
lunarhill70@gmail.com
www.lunarhillicelandics.com

Mad River Valley Icelandic Horses, Llc
Jess Haynsworth
1268 Fuller Hill Rd
Warren, VT 05674
(617) 962-0065 (phone)
madrivervalleyicelandics@gmail.com
www.madrivervalleyicelandics.com

Vermont Icelandic Horse Farm
Karen Winhold
3061 N. Fayston Road
Waitsfield, VT 05673
(802) 496-7141 (phone)
(802) 496-5390 (fax)
horses@icelandichorses.com
www.icelandichorses.com

VIRGINIA
Montaire Icelandic Horses
Antje Freygang
36727 Leith Lane
Middleburg, VA 20117
(202) 372-5324 (phone)
freygang999@gmail.com
www.montaire.org

J O I N  
T H E  
R I D E
https://www.icelandics.org/s2ss
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Beat’n Branch Icelandics Our Finest & NEWEST Offspring

US2016205158  
Eldrottning from Beat N’ Branch 

F.: IS1998186693 Hjörtur frá Holtsmúla 1
M.: IS1999237400 Glóð frá Brimilsvöllum

US2018105318 

Þorinn from Beat N’ Branch 
F.: IS2001187041 Þröstur frá Hvammi

M.: IS1999237400 Glóð frá Brimilsvöllum 

June 23, 2019  Colt  - Photograph 3 at days old 

Kvikur from Beat N’ Branch 
F.: IS2007187661 Strokkur frá 

Syðri-Gegnishólum
M.: US2010204585 Kvika from Four 

Winds Farm 

July 14, 2019  Filly  - Photograph 3 at days old 

Sólhvít from Beat N’ Branch 
F.: IS2007187661 Strokkur frá 

Syðri-Gegnishólum 
M.: IS1999237400 Glóð frá Brimilsvöllum 

 May 16, 2019  Colt  - Photograph at 1 week old 

Andvari from Beat N’ Branch 
F.: IS2005137340 Sporður frá Bergi

M.: IS1998225081 List frá Hrafnhólum 

US2017205263  
Hríma from Beat N’ Branch 
F.: IS2005137340 Sporður frá Bergi

M.: IS1998225081 List frá Hrafnhólum
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3500 acres of breathtaking scenery • Riding Tours and lessons • Large lake for fishing
Lodging (cabins with jacuzzis and camping) • Working horse and sheep farm

Visit Iceland and stay at an Icelandic horse farm

Learn more at icelandonhorseback.com

HALLKELSSTAÐAHLÍÐ
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