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t this January gathering at Mary Ann McPhail's High Meadow
Farm in Loxahatchee, Florida, Henk van Bergen captures the
hearts of his audience immediately. He respects them as trainer
and treats them as colleagues. He begins by saying, "Ladies and
gentlemen, do you know that feeling in your stomach when
one of your students goes down the centerline? It's not reaily nerves and it's
not fear, because it's not you in the saddle. It's the feeling of hope-hope that
your pupil will do welI after he has worked so hard. That's the feeling 1 have
for myself right now," he says. "It's not nerves or fear. It's hope and a feeling
of responsibility. 1hope you will understand what 1try to explain. 1 don't
ask you to agree with me. I'm only here to explain how I've worked over
the past 40 years. My method gave me a successful business, and it didn't

give me enemies."
It's true. It would be hard to ever
disagree with van Bergen. He's just too
logical, which is why he's so successful
with horses and riders. At one point, he
says, "We don't want to change 'wrong'
into 'good.' We want to make it a little
bit better every day. Many little bits are
a lot after awhile." This is van Bergen's
strength as we will see, but today his
first concern is the trainer's responsibility to his horse.
The Trainer's Responsibilities
Van Bergen wants us to know that we
are watched in the way we work with
animals. Those who look out for the
humane treatment of animals aren't
necessarily horsemen. So, while they
may love animals, they might not know
horses. They might not know how

much horses love their work or how
horses love to learn. Also, they might
not understand that learning happens
on the edge. "That's the problem. 'Very
good' and 'wrong' are very close," he
says. "kogress happens on the edge,
and you have to find the edge. 1 promise
you, the horse will not give you a Grand
Prix from sugar and pats. You have to
bring him to the point where he might
become tense before he learns. Improvement happens on the edge."
Van Bergen tells us that he has had
two great trainers: From one, he learned
the ideal. This trainer tried to avoid
mistakes. The second one helped him to
solve problems. "That second trainer has
been more helpful to me," he says. "It is
only when the horse makes a mistake,
that we find the edge. And when we
recognize the mistake, it is no longer
a mistake."
The horses in this clinic are never
punished for mistakes, but they are not
rewarded for them either. "They must
not get the feeling they were successful
after a mistake," van Bergen says. "The
best correction in schooling is disappointment. That mistake is information
for the rider.
"The future of the sport belongs to
us [trainers]," he says. "The point is not
whether you reach your goal, but how
you reach your goal. Don't walk away
from your responsibility. Finding that
fine line is a difficult job. If your student
is unfair to his horse in the warm-up
area at a show, it's your fault. The warmup area used to be a secret place but,
now, the spectators can buy tickets, and
the organizers put the restaurant next to
the warm-up."
"Take care that riding is fun," he reminds us. The trainer is the psychologist
and the organizer of the farrier, the correct fit of the saddlery, the nutrition and
putting al1 the pieces together. "All that
complaining, blaming the judges and
looking for excuses everywhere except

inside yourself doesn't help," he says.
"There is no judge that says the judging
system is perfect, but the work at the
show should be happy and easy. That's
what the judge wants to see. The trainer
working at home doesn't want the horse
to be happy every moment, because
then he would never learn anything.
But, at the show, the judge should see
that the work is happy, and the trainer
is the mirror for the rider. He sits in the
corner, not making himself obvious,
because the teaching must be complete
by the time we are at the show."

The Good Instructor
Van Bergen's definition of a good
teacher is a simple one: A good teacher
is the one whose pupils return. "After
the first lesson, the student is usually
just confused, not better. He must come
back to get better." But it's not that easy.
Van Bergen talks about the qualities
of a great teacher. The teacher should
make the subject simple. "The student
mustn't feel he has to be a genius to
do dressage," he says. "The teacher encourages, motivates and translates
the horse's body language."
The dressage teacher must understand the horse. "If you want to catch
a fish, you have to think like fish," he
says. "The dressage teacher has to translate the horse's behavior, and teach the
pupil the language that is the aids."
How does such a complicated matter
become simple? That is van Bergen's
forte. He finds the main problem, and
does one thing at a time. "If the horse
is not thinking forward, and he's not
on the bit, and the rider can't sit, then
we forget about the horse's need to go
fonvard and on the bit, and we go to the
longe line for a sitting lesson." Then, the
horse can be asked to go forward and
come on the bit-one thing at a time.
He warns teachers not to give students
so much information that it is impossible for them to react. This principle
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