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If EA Cygnus+// could tell you about himself, he’d boast. He’d start by telling you 
that he is the only Arabian to earn a USDF JR/Young Rider Grand Prix Horse of the 
Year Award. He would remind you he is only the second horse in the country to 
earn a USDF Horse Performance Certificate at every level of dressage and that he 
is in the top 50 horses of all time for number of USDF Grand Prix tests completed 
in his career (72). He would go on about his four national championships and five 
reserve national championships, and how he taught a horse-crazy teenager from 
North Dakota how to ride, making it sound like he planned it all.

And then I would gently step in, as I often do with Cygnus, and tell the real story.

Success 
with Cygnus

The building of a winning partnership 
between a girl and her horse

by MiMi stAnley
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Continued on page 91 

THE ROAD TO CYGNUS

That tale begins before Cygnus and I met. Growing up riding my 

mom’s old jumper, Ibn Bee Zahr, and my Half-Arab pony, Merry-

legs+//, gave me the skills and courage I would need to handle 

the journey that was ahead with Cygnus.  One taught me to be as-

sertive and keep my heels down while the other taught diplomacy 

and the art of getting a horse on the bit. I rode Merrylegs in the 

last USDF Young Rider Clinic that Conrad Schumacher instructed, 

where I began to understand what real dressage meant.  It was 

also the event that made me realize I needed a schoolmaster. At 

the age of 15, when I saw an ad for a grey Grand Prix Arabian geld-

ing named Cygnus, I immediately knew he was the horse I was 

looking for, but actually getting him was another matter. Bringing 

him from Louisiana to our farm in North Dakota involved a 3,4oo 

mile trip and some creative financing.  We maxed out a low-inter-

est credit card, refinanced the family pickup and trailer and Cyg-

nus’ owner agreed to take payments over the course of a year.  My 

end of the bargain was to work our training horses for free through 

high school.  

BUILDING A GRAND PRIX PARTNERSHIP

Cygnus and I meshed right away, but he was not a quiet or tol-

erant schoolmaster. He wants to call the shots and requires a com-

pletely focused ride. In those early days, Cygnus regularly tested 

my ability to stay aboard, especially with his penchant for rec-

reational shying, but we pushed through to a great first summer 

together as I learned his rules. We were able to get most of the 

scores for my USDF Silver Medal and we were Reserve National 

Champion Fourth Level at the Canadian Nationals.

Mimi with PR Merrylegs and Cygnus

Cygnus and I meshed right 

away, but he was not a 

quiet or tolerant  

schoolmaster.

The next season I started showing him in the FEI small tour 

(Prix St. George and Intermediare I), finishing my silver medal and 

the I-1 scores for my gold. During a double show weekend, I de-

cided to change our final ride to Grand Prix to see if we could 

pull it off. Adding piaffe, passage, one tempis and zig-zag canter 

half-pass was quite a chal-

lenge. Our first time to ride 

it was in the ring!  While 

our test was far from per-

fect, it was an exhilarating 

confidence-builder.  

With conscientious 

work and me listening 

carefully to my horse, we 

made consistent progress. 

Later that summer, we got 

one of the scores for my 

gold medal at Grand Prix 

and five “almosts” be-

tween 58 and 59.7. Those were painful. At this point, we were 

ready for Conrad Schumacher to help us form a real Grand Prix 

partnership.   

MAXIMUM EFFORT

Our next challenge was getting a crafty Cygnus to work as 

hard in the show ring as he would schooling. The same horse that 

could perform 41 flaw-

less one-tempi changes in 

training might choose to 

quit at four in competition 

if I let my guard down for 

even a moment. To encour-

age him to put in maximum 

effort more consistently, 

I focused on keeping him 

through to my hand with 

the power on. We went out 

to the fields to school the 

hard work, like piaffe, pas-

sage and pirouettes. Ask-

ing for these movements on a hill increased the difficulty, making 

the ring work seem easier. It also helped to only ask for a few steps 

of piaffe at a time, give him a sugar and praise him, gradually ask-

ing for more steps.  I became his personal cheerleader.  With two 

more seasons of training we were able to complete my gold medal 

and Cygnus’ Grand Prix Horse Performance Certificate.  The most 

amazing award was winning the USDF Jr/Young Rider Grand Prix 

Horse of the Year in 2008.

Another element of our train-

ing that improved his overall per-

formance was adding freestyle 

into the mix. Cygnus loves working 

to music -- the bigger and louder, 

the better -- so his Aladdin-themed 

Kur came to life. With this, his regu-

lar Grand Prix execution improved 

and he gradually became more ex-

pressive in his performance. I still 

had to work for everything I got, 

but he was seeing me as a better 

leader.

That season we decided to 

compete in the FEI freestyle at the 2009 Sport Horse Nationals 

in Kentucky.  Torrential rains, nearby construction and flapping 

ringside tarps got the better of Cygnus in the Grand Prix where 

he bolted across the ring, but he pulled off a National Champion-

ship at Intermediare 2.  On the final evening, just as the music 

started for our freestyle, he reared. The audience loved it, think-

ing it was planned but I was sure 

surprised!  Cygnus went on to give 

a fire-breathing performance and 

was named National Champion. I 

was so proud; he had given me ev-

erything he had.

PURSUING DRESSAGE’S  “ROYAL 

FLUSH”

By 2010 Cygnus was a more 

finished reliable Grand Prix horse 

& I a better rider and we had nu-

merous great rides at Grand Prix.  

That year he was National Champi-

on Sport Horse Show Hack where 

he put in a “mostly” stellar performance.  I say mostly because at 

the hand gallop he struck at a loose strap on his bridle & almost 
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