PEOPLE IN T H E SPORT

A CONVERSATION WITH

SANDI CHOHANY
By Alice E. Martin
Sandi Chohany is typical of the
majority of American riders; she's
female, middle-aged, and has always
loved horses. She really did not get a
chance for instruction until an adult.
Hcr horses have come to her far more
bychance than by planning.
She is not typical in how far she has
come since then nor in how much she
hasgiven back to the education system that nurtured her. Now an 'R'
judge, Choh any has been generous in
donating her time and talents to
USET, Pony Club and the Young
Riders program. She has served in
various capacities for USDF and currently is Chairman of the Nominating
Committee and a member of the
Judges Council.
In the winter of 1986-87, Chobany
went to Germany with her Danish
Warmblood Ambiance. They returned
to begin US Grand Prix competition,
ending up with a USDF Gold Medal
and 12th in open Grand Prix for 1987.
Ambiance and Chohany campaigned
on the Florida Gold Coast circuit
both in 1988 and 1989. She was a
screening candidate for the 1988 US
Olympic Dressage Team and attended the European judging seminar
held this past February in Germany
and Holland.
Known as one of the toughest competitors on the circuit, what makes you
run? Why do you try so hard?
Sandi Chohany; When I was jumping,
I wanted to ride open jumpers. When
was eventing, I wanted to be the
best. I stayed at it until I was Preliminary Champion of our region, which
was the most I could do at the time unless I was willing to campaign on the
East Coast. Now I'm in dressage and I
want to ride Grand Prix. There is
something in me that wants to tackle
that which is difficult. It is the way I
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"I am utterly fascinated by the difficulty of dressage...it is beyond a sport, it is an art, and the possibilities
of art are infinite."
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am constructed.
I don't think there is anyone happier riding Grand Prix than I am. I
have made Ambiance myself. He was
Third Level, not doing flying changes,
whcn I got him in 1984. He's not the
best in the world, but he's my horse
and hc does Grand Prix. Someone in
Florida called me a "Pollyanna." I
don't care. I have learned how to put
these things in a horse. The next one
I'll do better. The next one I'll know
more, but I am still tremendously
thrilled to have accomplished this because it is so hard to do.
One of my best experiences in 1988
in Florida was at FEI in Tampa.
There were 30 Grand Prix horses
there. "Max" placed sixth in the Musical Kik. The $100,000 American Invitational Grand Prix Jumping was
being held in the same place. We were
invited to pick up our ribbons in front
of the 20,000 people on hand for the
American Invitational. In different
parts of the arena the six of us were
doing the movements as the announcer called for them. I got the
greatest passage ever with "Afar" because he loved the applause from the
crowd so much. I am still having fun
at this. I am still enjoying myself.

didn't start riding until I was 24. I had
graduated from California State at
Fullerton, lived in New Orleans for a
year and while delivering a hitchhiker
to St. Charles, Illinois, I had a flat tire
in Wayne. I got a job and stayed in the
area.
One night friends asked me ill
loved horses so much, why didn't I
have one? I really couldn't answer the
question. The next morning at 7:301
went to local riding stable. By noon I
owned my first horse, an unbroken
black Appaloosa stallion named
Apache's Tears. His S600 price included a saddle and bridle.
After a terrible trail riding accident, he was sold. The hospital stay
with seven fractured ribs, a punctured
lung and spleen was no fun, but it
brought me to a positive decision. I
began hunter-jumper instruction.
That led to open jumping, which led
to eventing, which, of course, brought
me to dressage.
It seems you made the transition
from eventing to 1E1 dressage rather
quickly. Do you have a preference?
My?

I don't feel the transition was made
quickly. After all, I was competing at
Prix St. Georges in dressage and
eventing at the Preliminary Level
simultaneously. I already had a problem with the heat on cross-country
since I don't sweat. I used to have to
pour water over my head before!
began and stick my head in a bucket
of water as soon as I finished at summer events, Then I lost one lung. It
makes a big difference in what your
limits are if you are making a big effort requiring a lot of oxygen. The
decision to focus on dressage, was, in
effect, made for me by my physical
limitations.
I miss the intenseness of the one•on•
one of cross-country. I am thankful
for the boldness I feel eventing has
given my riding. I would rather try for
a 9 or 10 on a dressage movement and
risk perhaps blowing the extension to
a 4 than be satisfied with a safe 5 or 6.
On the other hand, I am fascinated
by the difficulty of dressage. By the
brain work it demands after you have
mastered certain physical requirements. It is beyond a sport, it IS an art,
and the possibilities of art arc infinite.

llgiat made you become interested in
horses, much less dressage, in the first
place?
was one of millions of little girls
that wanted a horse. Repeatedly I
asked my mother for a horse, but did
not get one. I was so desperate for a
horse that I rode a Hampshire boar
named Davy Crockett purchased one
summer for me by my grandfather and
kept on his farm. The next year Davy
was presented to me for breakfast.
To this day I cannot face pork.
I also rode my grandfather's goat
and his bull. Cantering was difficult,
but my mother put an end to that
when I came home with a great case
of ringworm. Finally my grandfather
got me a one-eyed horse. When he became completely blind, he was sold. I
found a stable near our house and got
to ride a horse in exchange for mucking 12 stalls.
My family lived around Middleburg, Virginia, near D.C.. I really
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Esprit de Chesapeake was the first top horse Sandi Otohany ever °weed. Here tiny
are over fences at the 1977 Barrington Hunt Show.

Ifyou were writing My Horses, My
Teachers, who would your illStniCtOrS
be?
Esprit de Chesapeake taught me
everything. I got him when he was
three. I owned him when he died at
16. Everything I do today was practiced on him. Nly first flying changes,
two-track movements, you name it,
"Chessie" was my guinea pig.
My favorite horse wasie l'aime. I
bought him in 1981 off the racetrack
at Santa Anita. In 1983, I began showing him at Prix St. Georges. "Jet" was
a stallion, but I could haul him with a
mare anytime. He taught me patience.
He made me graceful_ He was so
beautiful and elegant. He taught me
to sit quietly. There was not a judge
who did not like him.
Then there's "Mat" Anyone who
looks at the size of Ambiance's cannons knows why he's called "Max."
He was my first Warmblood. He
taught me not to believe everything
you hear about Warmbloods. There is
this general attitude, hc's a
Warmblood so you can really lay on
the whip and the spur. Sorry, kicking
and beating don't work. If! make a
mistake, hc makes a mistake.
A judge stopped me after a show
last season in Florida She said, "You
have stopped pushing and pumping, I
have never seen you ride better and

look so elegant on a horse." I owe that
compliment to "Mar."
Al the 1988 West Palm Beach show
it was 85 degrees. "Mar" was in a
nylon stall. He couldn't breathe, I
couldn't breathe. We went into the
ring with absolutely no warm-up.
People said, "Why don't you whip him
up and get more pizazz?" Why should
I, what difference would that make?
Warmbloods, you can't make them
crazy. You can make them resent you,
particularly this horse. There is just
no reason to push to the point of
resentment_
You spent the winter of 1986-87 in
West Gemiany at Gerd Folic' (now in
California) establishment, What was
the most valuable pan of your time in

Germany?
There is no doubt the experience of
riding so many FEL horses was one
that just could not be duplicated in
this country. A lot of people go to
Germany and just get to ridc their
own horses or school horses. I got to
ride all 75 horses that were there in
training just like a Lehrling (apprentice). By the time I left was riding
eight to 10 FEI horses per day in addition to taking a lesson on Ambiance.
That meant I could do every movement a level below what that horse
was schooling at. If! were riding an

Intermediate horse, for instance, I
could do all movements through Prix
St. Georges, but not the additional Intermediate movements. Then if that
were a horse Politz chose to ride that
day, he would school the Intermediate
movements himself.
What about the competition?
It was overwhelming, fabulous. At
the first show I attended there were
44 Grand Prix horses in the class.
couldn't believe I was there. There
were always three judges in Germany
for every class at every level. All the
Grand Prix horses arc good, because
you have to be good to compete there.
A German national must be licensed
to be eligible to show at all.
Many of the classes arc done in the
20 x 40 m. ring. I was scared the first
time. The three judges sit right on the
ground at 'C'. I was terrified I would
go right over them. Gerd assured me I
could make the turn and "Max" did.
Did you enjoy the opportunity to be
lunged daily by Polk?

No. I hated my lunge sessions and I
think Hcrr Politz enjoyed them a lot.
I was bleeding after the third or
fourth day. The first month I was
there I began riding each day with a 7
a.m. lunge lesson. Alter the first
month, he switched horses at 45
minutes and I began doing a second
45-minute lunge session. We did exercises I simply was incapable of doing
but did them anyway. We continued
the two daily sessions, six days a week
until I left. Yes, they were good for my
education. No, I did not enjoy them.
was the nicest thing that happened to you in Germany?

Its hard to find Sandi
Chohany at a horse
show without a dog or
two in tow. This one is
named Jenny.

That's easy. When you ride 10 FEI
horses a day, all you want to do in the
evening is fall in bed to drag yourself
out to survive the next day that begins
at 6 a.m.. Every year the riding club
Politz managed had a Christmas program, a recital, which the whole town
of Heilbronn was invited to. I was
looking forward to the day of the
Christmas program becausc the riders
would get the afternoon off to prepare
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for the evening performance. I
planned to go to thc home where I
was staying and go to bed.
The Lehrlings were insistent, I had
to attend the program. I had to dress
up and sit in the guest box. I did not
want to do it, but since I had worked
so hard to be accepted by them, I
agreed to come back that evening for
the performance.
It was lovely. There was a grand
carousel of 24 M I horses. The presentation of a trainer's certificate to
Renatta Gohl, one of Politz' students,
was the first to a woman in three
years. There was a pas de deux The
highlight of the evening was a solo
ride by Herr Politz on his black stallion, which had won numerous awards
throughout Germany. The doors were
thrown open to let him enter and hc
wasn't riding his horse: he was riding
Ambiance, my "Max." I didn't see a

whole lot of the ride because I was
crying, but it was such a grand moment in my life. I will never forget how
I felt when I finally realized he was
riding "Max" and the look on the
lehrlings' faces whcn I realized why I
simply had to attend the Christmas
program.
Do you love horses?

I do love horses. I like all breeds of
horses. There arc times I don't like individual horses personally, but that
doesn't indict a whole breed. I happen
to like the mettle of the American
Thoroughbred. A good Thoroughbred
is my favorite kind of temperament. It
happens to suit my temperament. But
the one thing I have learned with
horses is that as soon as you make
generalizations, some individual will
prove you wrong. I certainly have ridden some Thoroughbreds I did not
like, just as I have ridden some breeds
not generally thought of as dressage
prospects that I liked very much.
You spent the winters of 1978-1986
studying with Hilda Gurney and competing in California. This past winter
you did the Gold Coast circuit in
Florida. Do you have any impressions
of differences or similarities?

No, horses arc horses. There are

very nice horses in California and very
nice horses in Florida. Thc difference
is all the top horses on the East Coast
converge on Florida. California is so
far away, no one else comes.
What horses do you own currently?
How do you pick what you ride?

Currently I own "Max," Fableaux
and En Chaleur. Every time I have
bought a horsc, it was an accident. In
1983 I saw this guy riding "Max" in
Europe. He would make a great
horse, I told people. Hilda Gurney
called me and said my horse
Chesapeake, who was staying at her
place, was dying. He did. I went to my
bed grieving. My husband, Don Paschal, who had heard me touting this
Danish Warmblood to other people,
bought "Max" for me, hoping to
relieve my depression over "Chessic."
In 1985 I was attending the
European stallion auctions. A
chestnut went through with a big
hematoma on his side. No one was
bidding on him. I felt sorry for him. So
I bought Fableaux. He did very well
this winter in Florida at Second and
Third Level, usually winning his classes. On a dare from Suzanne Stuart I
entered him at Fourth Level just
before I left and placed second and
third against very good competition.
"Shelley," my four-year-old AngloTrakehner, was completely an accident. In October 1983 I bought a
Thoroughbred mare in California as a
mate for my stallion, le raime."Jet"
died in December. I hated this mare
because I resented her being alive and
Vet" being dead. I did not want her.
"Jet" and the mare had been staying at
Hilda Gurney's. I gave her to Hilda.
She, in turn, bred the mare to Cluysos
and 11 months later gave me the
resulting foal, En Oiakur. He's just a
baby who will begin light competition
this year.
But there is one more thing I want
to add about My Horses, My
Teachers. I never thought Podhajsky
gave enough credit to his instructors.
I did not spring FEI-level from the
forehead of Zeus or from the
foreheads of these horses. There were
a lot of people along the way who
have helped me immeasurably to
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learn to ride, to learn to train a horse.
It's far harder to make a rider than
it is to make a horse. I really appreciate the efforts of those who patiently
watched me make mistakes and encouraged me to continue when I lost
mygood horses. From the owner of
myfirst boarding stable to the instructors I work with today, there are a lot
of good horsemen out there who unselfishly give their time and energy to
help someone else get further involved in the world of horses.
From February 15-27 this year, you
returned to Europe to participate in a
judging seminar sponsored by LISDF's
Judge Training Committee. Attending
with you at Neuinlinster were Jayne
Ayers (1111), Maryal Barnett (MI), Gail
Cannona (NI), Elaine Giba ( I N ) ,
Gwinn Johanna (PA), Sandi Howard
(CA), Marianne Ludwig (MN), who
organized the SeMillar. Mary Anne McPhail (MI), Elizabeth Madlener (MD),
Edith Master (NJ), Jeff Moore (CA),
Tom Poulin (IL), Arlene Rigdon (KS),
,Itadene Schneider (MN), and
Elizabeth Searle (CA). Charles de
Kan.& (Cl), Anne Gribbons (NY)
and Terry Tugman (H1) joined the
group for judging at ls-Hertogenbosch,
Holland. n a l were your impressions
of the seminar?

I would love to sec more of these
seminars available. I would love to
secmore of our judges exposed to the
experience. I would like to see this
method of seminar used in this
Country.
Our mentors for the teaching seminar were Heinz Schiltte, who officiated at Seoul, and Dr. 13Osehe. The
judges at Neurnfinster were Dr.
Knipp, Dr. Lehrner, Mrs. Jytte Lemkow, Franz-Carl Peiss and Lt. Col.
Axel Steiner. In Holland, the judges
were Mrs. I. Judet, A.J. Poo., Steiner,
N.D. Williams and Mrs. NI. With ages.
Over the eight days of showing we
judged all the FE! classes. We were
placed at tables behind 'C', the 20 of
usin the seminar plus our instructors.
Every ride we judged was also
videotaped for our discussions after
the class.
Usually we began each day with
theory for two hours, a review of the

Sandi Otohany and
Ambiance (Mar)-while training in
West Germany wuli
Gerd Politz, they
placed tenth in a

class of 110horses at
Intermediate

last class of the preceding evening.
lots of conversation and an exchange
of ideas. Then three of five judges
who would be officiating the ring we
would be next observing spoke to the
group. Normally the first class of the
day would begin around 10 or 11 a.m..
We would judge the entire class, and
re-hash the class over the videos. At 1
p.m. the next class to be judged would
begin. We would judge the entire
class and again go over fine points on
the video. Lunch or dinner consisted
of grabbing a wurst from a stand if
you had enough time, then we judged
the evening class. Normally the last
ride would be over around 10:30 p.m..
We would head back to our hotels to
sleep so we could be back at the show
grounds the next morning at 8. It was
awonderful time of concentrated
studying, slow motion videos and
judges willing to argue points.
My favorite of thc judges who
spoke to us was Herr Peiss. He was
absolutely precise and firm in his ar-

guments. "Perhaps the horse did not
take the required number of steps at
the piaffe, but the quality was excellent. The meat of the movement," he
would say emphatically, "is a 7."
Another time he gave a 4 to the
winner's extended trot because the
horse broke. He also then gave the
horse a 5 on submission because he
broke at the extended trot. "It does
not matter how wonderful the steps
were before the break, because of the
break, the horse must receive a 4," he
insisted.
We are not gen, u s to the best
horses, and in an t.W rt not to crucify
those at the bottom of the class, we
arc not hard enougo on the worst horses. Too many 5s are given. For instance, at Neumiinster, Cortandus
won the class with a 67%. I thought
that score was correct, but no other
horse compared to his performance.
Yet the top three scores were very
close. A lot of good horses there got
over 60% that would have not
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received 60% here in thc US.
Axel Steiner was the only one of the
five judges we studied at both shows
to judge both the four days at
Neumanster and the four days at
is-Hertogenbosch. These were qualifying shows for the Nashua World Cup
Final We had each judgc's scorcs for
every movement. I thought he was the
best judge at either show and I told
him so. He was not afraid to use the
full range of scores.
The horses there were unflappable.
Because the space was so limited, the
seating came right down to the edge
of the rings. There were no ride-bys.
Each contestant was allowed one
minute in the ring before the test
began. The crowds were noisy and in
constant movement. At one show
there were only bleachers between
the two rings and a construction crew
working on the buildings on the other
side. It was a mad house but the
horses never reacted to their surroundings.

There were some fabulous exceptions, like Corlandus and Rembrandt,

but for the most part, the quality of
our horses is comparable to theirs.
We don't have the experience, we
don't have the trainers they do, but
our horses are as good.
I spent two weeks with these 20
people, we talked to each other a lot.
Everyone was unanimous, they were
glad they came. I am really grateful I
was able to participate.
Now that you d o n e the hard stag
now that you've made a successful
Grand hir horse, what next? Do you
have your sights on a particular goal or
philosophy?

No. What comes, comes. I want
to do it again. I want to make another
Grand Prix horse to prove to myself
that I can. After that, who knows?
I have heard that tennis is a really
tough sport. I might take up tennis.

Otohany has always been generous in donating her time to the sport, becoming involved with the Young Riders and Pony Clabbers of her area.

