Senior team report 2008
The 2008 season started with the indoor showjumping held at Wix at the end of November.  Following feedback from other clubs, it was decided to split the junior and seniors out to separate competitions which meant that, for once, the seniors were able to compete in daylight hours – complete bliss!  However, as the two competitions were run either side of the new year, it meant that juniors who went up into seniors in January missed out on both qualifiers which was a disappointing  oversight.  Deben fielded two teams and the Black team stormed to a convincing win which resulted in them qualifying for the championships in April at Hartbury. 
A couple of weeks later, the teams were back in action, this time competing in the new winter dressage qualifier.  The weather was absolutely atrocious and the outdoor dressage arena soon dissolved into a sea of mud.  Despite a brave attempt, the senior team was not placed on this occasion.  This particular qualifier is going to be an ongoing battle with the elements as Stoneleigh in their wisdom have deemed that it should be held outside, on the basis that the championship will be held in the outdoor arenas at Hartbury.  But this means that the organisers are constrained by the daylight hours available and will have to restrict clubs to one team only if they receive good entries.  

April saw the seniors pack up their lorries and decamp to Hartbury for the indoor showjumping championships.  I believe I’m right in thinking this is the first time we’ve qualified for this championships, and from my point of view, it was well worth the long drive to Gloucestershire.  The stabling was fantastic – all permanent and certainly my horse thought he died and gone to heaven!  The facilities were second to none – indoor warm up areas, artificial surfaces on all the horse tracks, full on championship atmosphere.  With good solid performances from everyone in one or more rounds, the team finished on a total of 4 faults, and a brilliant 6th out of 25 teams, and I hope we go back there again!

May saw Deben host the outdoor dressage qualifiers, and for once we were blessed with beautiful warm weather.  What a welcome change from the previous two or three years!  Although a number of riders achieved good individual placings, the team competitions were of an ever increasing standard, and no-one qualified for Lincoln from this competition.
June saw the teams turn out at the horse trials, hosted as usual by the competent team at Finn Valley Riding Club.  We were only able to field one senior team, in the novice section, and this was reduced to only three members due to other commitments and lack of horse power.   Jill, Jess and Marie did very well under the additional pressure of all scores to count, and came home in 6th place in what is always an extremely competitive competition.  Hopefully, next year, we will have more depth in the club available to the teams, and it would be great if we could field some riders in the open and intermediate competitions as well.

The following week, Worlington Riding Club opened its door to its new showground to host the outdoor showjumping qualifier.  A mixture of poor communication, over-officious stewarding and a slightly blasé approach to Health and Safety did not make this the most comfortable competition of the calendar, especially with incredibly small arenas for some fairly large horses.  I’m sure everyone who went will be glad to learn that this qualifier returns to Tendring next season where we can expect a good size ring and properly briefed stewards and judges.  Although everyone tried hard, no-one came home with any rosettes on this occasion, which was disappointing given three of the riders/horses had gone to Hartbury earlier in the year.  Just goes to show that horses are indeed the greatest levellers!

July saw the return to Thorne Court and our most competitive disciplines.  Deben were able to field three teams in the riding test, and with plenty of excellent individual results as well, qualified one team for Lincoln.  In addition, despite a relatively inexperienced team in the Style jumping team, the rest of Area 14 bowed to our superior performances, and another team ticket was booked for Lincoln.  Thorne Court also hosts the novice and open combined training team competition – standards were as high as ever, and good team performances were delivered for both.
Lincoln in September – what can I say!!!  The weather was completely dreadful, we had a terrible run up to the weekend with the loss of Sally Goodall’s brilliant little horse, Arthur, jockeys weren’t available, other horses went lame, and finally, borrowed lorries went wrong.  However, with some creative thinking, we were still able to field a full team for the riding test, albeit using up the full allowance of reserve horses, and three combinations for the style jumping, again using up our full quota for reserve horses as well as riders this time.  The style jumping team were not placed, but given the foul weather, it was an achievement in itself that all three riders completed.  Polished performances from the whole team in the riding test competition resulted in a very well deserved 5th place, with Abi coming third individually.  Special mention must go to Jess Zampi who stepped in at very short notice to ride Jill’s seasoned campaigner, Sean, and came 5th in her arena as well as putting in a very credible performance in the style jumping.  

Two attempts were had by Beccles and Bungay Riding Club to host the hunter trials qualifier in October, both dates succumbing to wet weather which made the ground conditions at Geldeston unsafe for this type of competition.  The first cancellation only came after the competition had started, and I’m very grateful that those from Deben who had made the long journey did not kick up a fuss – unlike some other clubs.  As I was helping score on the first occasion, I know that the decision was not taken lightly, and only after both the vet and the official steward had requested that the competition should be abandoned.  Incidentally, I have learnt subsequently that BRC have decided in their wisdom to change the format of the competition from a pure cross country to an eventer trial with a test of skill (ie opening a gate, knock down fences etc).  This change is with immediate effect, even though there’s nothing in the rule book or organiser’s handbook, and there has been no official notification to clubs explaining how it will work etc.  So, given that the change in format will favour a different type of horse to a pure cross country competition, maybe it’s better that the qualifier has been postponed to next spring when hopefully the appropriately skilled combinations will qualify for Aston le Walls.
The final Area 14 competition was the quiz which was hosted by Suffolk Riding Club.  I was unable to attend due to prior commitments but with Mike Daniels as the quiz master, and Alexis Smith’s team organising the evening and refreshments, I’m sure that it was a entertaining and educational evening.  The seniors held their own against the most knowledgeable in the area and came 5th.  
With the various successes enjoyed by the teams, and despite being one of the smallest clubs competing in the qualifiers, Deben seniors still finished 4th out of the 11 clubs who contest the Area 14 chairman’s trophy.  This is a fantastic achievement given that we don’t have a great deal of depth in certain competitions and haven’t fielded teams in the intermediate or open showjumping, horse trials and hunter trials competitions.  But this result also shows that where we do field teams, we often achieve extremely good results so let’s continue to do what we do well.

The final part of my report covers what people can expect from representing the club at area competitions.  First and foremost – all horses competing in qualifiers must have a valid flu certificate.  Please do not expect your vet to own that responsibility.  As the rider, you must ensure your horse complies with the Jockey Club rules.  If it is not valid, you will be disqualified from the qualifier.  If it’s not valid and you’re at a championship, you will not be allowed on the showground, let alone compete.  The team will not be able to substitute you and will be reduced to 3 members – assuming that 4 started out.  These rules simply do not flex, and it does not matter if the mistake happened 10 years ago, and everything’s been kept in line since.  When we were down at Hartbury, we were talking to one of the girls from Area 1 who had fallen off between the start and the first fence and so had been eliminated.  Pretty funny, we thought, until we learnt that her team had already been reduced to three due to one of their members having an invalid flu certificate.  With her fall, that was it.  End of the competition for the whole team.  For those who don’t know – Area 1 is Scotland.  So they had travelled all that way for nothing – can you imagine the disappointment, especially with the cost of diesel.  Also, even if your flu certificate is valid, please do not have any booster injections within 7 days of the competition as this is not allowed and is also a common reason for people being disqualified.  This one area in the rule book causes more heartache than any other and despite close policing at Area level, 2 horses from Area 14 were disqualified at this year’s championships at Lincoln.  To help everyone, please let your team manager have a photocopy well before the day of the qualifier if you want to represent the club, and we will validate it against the rule book, as well as check for any idiosyncrasies.
The next area is commitment.  We all know that real life gets in the way of plans, and horses go wrong at very inconvenient times.  Whilst we can’t mitigate against this, if you are part of a team, whether at area or championship competitions, and for whatever reason you can’t now represent the club, please give your team manager as much notice as possible.  These competitions are not cheap to enter, and in the case of the championships, usually require one or more nights away from home.  If you know you can’t go, it may still be possible to substitute you (within the constraints of the rule book – we’re not allowed to substitute more than two horses or two riders at national level), or maybe not pay for stabling.  With sufficient warning, substitutes can put in the prep work at home, and make the necessary arrangements to travel to the competition.  With insufficient notice, we can end up wasting the club’s hard earned funds, as well as disappointing your team mates.
Following the problems at Geldeston in October, if you have concerns about whether or not a competition is running, please contact your team manager.  They are the designated point of contact for the organising club to contact in the event of cancellation or abandonment.  If a competition is severely impacted by the weather, the organisers will be flat out contacting team managers as well as their helpers and it is infinitely quicker to get the message to everyone if a cascade approach is used.  If you have a mobile phone, please make sure your team manager has it before the day, and you leave it switched on!

However, all this nagging aside, representing your club is, in my opinion, one of the best experiences you can have.  The camaraderie and support when things don’t go to plan, and the overall exultation when things do is absolutely second to none, and I really do recommend that everyone should experience this at least once in their lifetime!

Finally, after a very long report!  I’d like to thank Debbie Mace and especially Abi Jacobs who both helped me out this season with team manager responsibilities when I was over-committed elsewhere.  This job can be a thankless one, and it’s all too easy to blame the team manager, but with hand on heart, there is no nepotism in this club.  All combinations are judged on their individual abilities and results, and the teams are put together with the best known form at the time – unfortunately, sometimes things don’t pan out as expected, and with the benefit of hindsight, a different team make up may have got a better result, but none of us have a crystal ball at hand.

