
Magazine June 2013 3332

The Zangersheide 
school iscool

By: Kris Van Loo

It is no different in animal life as among humans: for a fine development and education you have 
to be so lucky as to be born or end up in the right stables. Fortunately, there are plenty of those, 
which no-one will deny. Zangersheide is one of those lucky places, where school is cool. It is 
enough to look at the reports from the horses and riders who followed their training at Z, in the 
past and the present. The secret of their success? A personalised approach of every horse, that is 
given all the time it needs. Building up with patience, step by step, with a lot of attention for the 
basis, for you can only build well on a solid basis. And to have everything running in good order, 
you need a team of competent and motivated trainers. As Christian Ahlmann already mentioned 
in the last Z-Magazine, every result is always the work of a whole team. Nowadays Judy Ann and 
Christian are shining at five star events but that needed years of work. We introduce you to three 
blue shirts who help the horses get acquainted with the saddle, their first balancing acts under 
rider, their first jumps, their first course.

Kris and Ken, the trainers of the kindergarten where the 
4- and 5-yr-olds are going to school, each have a class 
of twelve horses. School starts at 07.30h and finishes 
around 17.00h, with one hour’s lunch break. Between 
those hours about twice ten horses receive their training. 
Kris and Ken each have two grooms who ready the 
horses and take care of the stables. Depending on the 
age, a lesson lasts for 45 minutes, a little less for a 4-yr-
old, a little more for a 5-yr-old. On an average day Kris 

good.’ One way to achieve that is to bring variation 
in the training. Not doing your standard rounds every 
day in the riding school, but we often take them for a 
hack in the woods. No a stiff training every day, but 
working towards relaxation and if it goes well, you stop 
a little sooner. We always finish the lesson on a positive 
note. Between the training sessions we sometimes take 
a horse for a walk in hand and let it graze a bit. It is 
all part of the general welfare of the horse. And very 
importantly, patience will grow happiness: ‘Patience is a 
very important quality in a rider’, says Kris: ‘The horse 
itself does not know what he is doing wrong, after all. 
We ask all kind of things of the horse, but a youngster 
often does not understand what we want, because they 
do not know it yet. As a rider, you should ever lose 

and Ken ride six horses in the morning and four in the 
afternoon. For the jumping lessons they are coached 
by a professional; Judy Ann, Christian or Tobias. The 
young horses jump once, at most twice a week. When 
they had a show in the weekend, they often only do 
dressage work in the following week. The horses ridden 
in the morning go in the horse-walker and/or field in the 
afternoon and vice versa, so that every horse gets out of 
its stable at least twice a day. 

The horses are fed three times a day, breakfast at 07.00h, 
lunch at 12.15h and dinner at 17.00h, always a healthy 
corn mix. And they also get something at teatime in the 
form of hay.

Training horses is a real profession, it is about technical 
skills and learning about balance, basic training, 
dressage work, but the contact between man and horse 
is the main thing. You have to make and keep the horses 
happy above all, explains Kris Christiaens: ‘That is the 
most important thing. You will only get somewhere with 
a horse if he feels happy and that is perhaps the first 
quality a rider should posses. We are the same, after 
all, aren’t we? We can also only perform well if we feel 
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your patience and when a horse does not do what you 
want, always fi rst ask yourself what it was that you did 
wrong. Horses are willing enough, but fi rst they have 
to understand what you want. And when it does not 
work today, perhaps it will tomorrow. A good horse will 
always remain a good horse, sooner or later that comes 
out. 

Tobias Thoenes: ‘in such a sport stables you may 
be a bit ambitious’
Since early this year Tobias Thoenes (25) is the new 
rider at Zangersheide, the link between Judy Ann and 
Christian and the trainers of the youngsters, Kris and 
Ken. The young German is ambitious: ‘I have got familiar 
with the horses in the sport stables by now and, in all 
modesty, you may be a bit ambitious’, says a smiling 
Tobias. He is living at domain Zangersheide, close to 
the horses and can blindly feel his way to all the chips 
shops in Lanaken. Although his parents run a catering 
business, he never learnt to cook. ‘After school all my 
attention went to the horses, I was always in the stables, 
never in the kitchen. I think that I always would be a 
better rider than a cook.’ 

Tobias was one of the last age groups with obligatory 
military service. Two years later the system was 
abandoned in Germany. He still served and defended his 
fatherland, on horseback! ‘I was indeed a sport soldier. 
When you had two horses that jumped 1.40m, you 
could apply for the sport status and would be stationed 
in Warendorf. For me that was a fi ne alternative. I even 
stayed there for two years. The fi rst year was compulsory 
service, the second I volunteered for because that way 
I could get my riding diploma. The second year was 
combined with a desk job. In that period Tobias would 
start in uniform.

His father had horses, he paved the way for Tobias, 
although it turned out a hard route with a lot of falls. 
When he was eight, Tobias had had enough of horses, but 

in German education you have to state which sport you 
follow and Tobias’ father simply wrote: horse-riding! ‘I 
would have preferred soccer, I had lost interest in horses. 
But horse-riding it was and after a few lessons I got a 
taste for it again. That is the red line running through my 
life, I have always been surrounded by the best teachers. 
And it paid off. In 2002 Tobias visited Zangersheide for 
the fi rst time, as a member of the German pony team for 
the EC. ‘I rode in the German pony team for two years. 
And, really, the German federation trains its youngsters 
well. Dietmar Gugler was our national coach at the time 
and he helped us convert from ponies to horses. That was 
all arranged by the national coach and the federation. 
I could take over a horse from Daniel Deusser, for 
example. Daniel is a few years older and when he got 
out of the young riders, I took over his horse. It is a 
good system in which people make horses available for 
the young riders. The national coach decides who gets 
which horse. Without that formula, I would never have 
ridden such good horses. ‘Without that support I would 
not be in Zangersheide now and probably would not 
have become a professional rider. 

My parents are running a catering business. The motto 
of my father was clear. He was born poor and got 
where he is by working hard, he would never spend 
money thoughtlessly. Not on expensive horses, for 
example. If you want to reach something, you have 
to work hard for it. Everything you get, you have to 
earn. That is the attitude I was brought up in. Holger 
Hetzel is a neighbour of my parents and I did a lot of 
riding there. I have always plotted my own path.’ Until 
he had to do his military service and then knocked on 
Paul Schockemöhle’s door: ‘In my formative years I 
was always given new horses to ride and I always had 
to search for the ideal method to give a horse the best 
training that was suitable for him. That is why I wanted 
to go to Schockemöhle, for there is no stable with more 
new horses every year. At Paul Schockemöhle’s I learnt 
different ways of bringing a horse on in the best possible 
way. A very interesting period. In an average stable, you 
see some ten new horses every year, at Schockemöhle 
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there were several hundreds. You see much more and 
gain more experience. Many different horses, different 
trainers and riders. That made that period very valuable. 
You got an answer to all your questions, there was 
always someone who would help you one way or 
another. I believe that in that period I learnt to read and 
understand a horse much better. I would never be able 
to do my job at Zangersheide if I had not had that very 
instructive period with Schockemöhle.

The father of Tobias soon realised that his son would do 
better with horses than the frying pan. ‘But he insisted 
that I would also follow general education besides horse-
riding, which I did in my second year in Warendorf. 
That offered an alternative to me, one in which I could 
combine horse-riding with an office job, when necessary. 
To be honest, I lacked confidence at first. It is no mean 
thing to find your way in the horse world. That is why 
the move to Schockemöhle was so important, for there 
I would decide if I was good enough. My intention was 
to stay there even longer, but after one year I received 
a phone-call from Christian Ahlmann and Judy Ann 
Melchior. When they offered me a job at Zangersheide, I 
cut the knot and decided to become a professional rider. 
At least, I would like to become one (laughs). If that 
had not happened, I probably would have stayed on at 
Schockemöhle and would eventually have developed my 
own stables. Instruction, trade, training horses, that is 
how I saw it, until that phone-call came. I believe that 
I have made the right decision.’ Tobias was contracted 
as a rider and as sport manager to keep an eye on the 
sport stables when Judy Ann and Christian are riding 
a competition. In addition, the idea is that he starts the 
horses before they move on to the sport at high level. 

As a rule the 4- and 5-yr-olds are trained by Kris and 
Ken. Tobias takes them over when they are 6-yr-olds or 
older. As far as stallions are concerned, Tobias has been 
put in charge of the 5-yr-old Clarissimo Z. Tabou Z and 
Crown Z are also his charges. Tobias is manager, trainer 
and instructor, and he has ambitions. ‘I can afford to 
be ambitious, because I recognize a lot of talent among 
the youngsters, especially among the 6-yr-olds.’ Tobias 

takes charge of them, not only in Lanaken, because just 
riding and no competitions is not what he wants: ‘I have 
a competitive character. I often take the youngsters to 
competitions in Germany. Competitions are part of their 
training, after all. I am allowed to start the older horses 
in two and three star events. I hope to develop at the 
same pace as the young horses so that in the long run we 
have so many good horses that Judy Ann and Christian 
can not deal with them by themselves. I know my place 
in the picking order and I have no problem with that. 
On the contrary, it is my motivation to prepare all the 
horses so well that some will be left for in the future to 
start at international level (laughs).

One day you find the job of your lifetime and in the case 
of Tobias that was Zangersheide. He left Schockemöhle 
for it, not just any stables. What made him decide to go 
to Lanaken? ‘Zangersheide offers a total package and I 
like that. It is not only a studfarm, but also a training 
and sport tables of the highest level. An interesting angle, 
because I am also involved in the very first stages, from 
the free jumping when they are 2-yr-olds, their first steps 
under saddle until they are ready for the international 
work. You are part of the process from A to Z. To be 
honest, I was quite reluctant to leave Schockemöhle, but 
I could not ignore the challenge Zangersheide offered me. 
Everything is more concentrated and focussed at Z. We 
are with five riders in all and work very closely together. 
I can already say that we form an intimate team and that 
we assess the training of the horses together. That is an 
important advantage. We think, work and act all with 
the same vision. There is a very open atmosphere, you 
can ask anything and everything is up for discussion. 
That is how you get ahead with your horses.’

And everyone has his or her favourite horse. Tobias 
does not need to think for a moment: ‘My youngest 
horse is my best and then I am talking about Clarissimo 
Z. I have never known a 5-yr-old with such potential 
and maturity. A super talent and an exceptionally 
clever horse. Clarissimo Z already knows when it gets 
important. I rode him in the stallion presentation at the 
Open Days and was almost bucked off. A few weeks 

ago he managed to put me in the sand when we were 
training outside. We were riding up to an oxer, 1 meter, 
nothing more. He jumped the fence so well and so fast 
that he took me by surprise. Clarissimo Z is already 
doing things you would not expect from a 5-yr-old.’

Kris Christiaens: ‘Keeping the horses happy’
Kris Christiaens (32) comes from Bilzen and has been 
living together for several years with his girlfriend in 
Dilsen-Stokkem, not far from his employer. The horse 
passion of Kris started at home, at the back of the garden, 
where the pony of the neighbour was stabled. They got 
on well together and Kris went to pony camps with the 
pony. With that experience he could spend his free time 
working for dealer Franky Hermans, from there to De 
Richter and more dealer’s yards followed. ‘I played soccer 
very briefly, but it was not my thing. I like horse-riding 
a lot more. After secondary school I intended to follow 
a training to become a physical education teacher, but 
then I got a phone-call from Zangersheide. Jos Lansink 
called me and asked if I wanted to come and work as a 
rider there. I had to make a choice, but that did not take 
me long. Of course I said yes. To become a rider is what 
I always had wanted. I have already been working for 
Zangersheide for 13 years, my first and only employer. 
And I still like to go to work every day. I had to test-ride 
for two days and then Jos said I could stay. I never asked 
him why he ask me especially, but I am still very grateful 
to Jos for giving me this opportunity.’

Jos was his great teacher, although Kris still fondly 
thinks about the period in which the Dutch national 
coach Rob Ehrens was contracted as a trainer: ‘He came 
once a week for three years to give instruction. He also 
is a very cool type of person who wants to see a relaxed 
combination. 

He admires Christian Ahlmann, too: ‘I believe that he 
is the only rider on this planet with such an exceptional 
subtle feeling for a horse. Really abnormal. You can 
count the number of riders like him on the fingers of one 

hand, as a maximum. When you see him at work, riding 
looks so simple…and I know that it is not. But it is for 
Christian, because he pays attention to every detail, no 
matter how small. A great example, I have been riding 
here for 13 years and in a jumping lesson he gave me 
and my horse a totally different feeling, by changing my 
position on the horse over the fence. I may be talking 
about just a few degrees, or folding my body in a different 
way, but that can mean a world of difference. Christian 
sees everything and when you pay good attention to it, 
you find that your horses jump better. In the few years 
that he has been training me, my jumping has already 
improved 50%. You do not always see it, but I do 
feel it and the horses certainly do. I am, quite frankly, 
honoured that I can receive instruction from a person 
like him. What rider would get such a chance in his 
lifetime? All the riders at Zangersheide are always happy 
when Christian helps us. He has won everything already, 
ranks in the world top and still he makes the time to 
help us, Ken and me, two simple riders, when we train 
the 4-yr-olds, which we then take to 90cm competitions. 
That shows what kind of a person he is. And Judy Ann, 
too, you can always ask her anything.’

On the other side, Zangersheide apparently has great 
confidence in Kris, as well. When Taloubet Z came over 
to Lanaken in the winter for stud duties, the number one 
of the world asked Kris to keep Taloubet Z in training 
for two months. As always, that did not go to his head: 
‘I do precisely what Christian tells me and try to return 
Taloubet Z to him in the same state as I got him. Not 
that I treat Taloubet Z differently than another horse, if 
I did, I would stress and that is not the idea.’

Young horses have always been Kris’ thing: ‘I am a family 
man and never felt any ambition for an international 
career. I like to come home every night (smiles). It is good 
the way it is now, I get a lot of satisfaction from my work. 
I get the horses when they are saddle-broken and try to 
deliver them three years later as well trained horses. My 
job offers enough variation, new horses arrive every year 
and every day you see them progress. Do you know why 
I also find this such a great job? I only ride good horses, 



          Zangersheide ma kes the difference!

For more info:  Zangersheide  |  Domein Zangersheide  |  B-3620  Lanaken  |  Tel.: **(32)(0)             89.730030  |  Fax: **(32)(0)89.718410  |  E-mail: info@zangersheide.com | www.zangersheide.com

Why choose for less, if you can       get the best at Zangersheide!  

Cartello Z
s. Caretano Z

ds. Jus de Fontaines

Levisto Z
s.  Leandro

ds. Carolus I

Calvados Z
s.  Chellano Z

ds. Carthago Z

Crown Z
s. Carthago Z 

ds. Ramiro Z

Aktion Pur Z
s. Ars Vivendi

ds.  Pilot

Comilfo Plus Z
s. Comme il Faut

ds. Balou du Rouet

Cavalo Z
s.  Carthago Z

ds.  Levisto Z

Clintissimo Z
s. Clinton I

ds. Carthago Z

Levisto Alpha Z
s.  Leandro

ds. Carolus I

Crowntano Z
s. Crown Z

ds. Caretano Z

Chellsini Z
s. Chellano Z

ds. Cassini I

Air Jordan Alpha Z
s.  Argentinus

ds.  Matador

Candillo Z
s. Cassini I

ds.  Grundyman xx

Zandor Z
s. Zeus 

ds. Polydor

Cascor Z
s.  Casall

ds. Coronado

Chellano Alpha Z
s.  Contender

ds. Cor de la Bryere

Taloubet Z
s. Galoubet A

ds. Polydor

Asca Z
s. Askari

ds. Carthago Z

Special Package Taloubet Z
Deposit € 400 + € 1.600 to be paid when the mare is in foal



40 Magazine June 2013 41

and that makes a difference, believe me.’ In the 13 years 
Kris has been working at Zangersheide his efforts have 
not gone unnoticed. He already received several offers, 
but he never considered a transfer. I have no idea where I 
would have it better, he explains. ‘After 13 years I know 
what I have got and I feel enormously respected. The 
respect is mutual and in such an atmosphere it is pleasant 
to work.’ Kris Christiaens is a very relaxed person, you 
can see that straight away. He is patient and cool, no 
horse can make him lose his calm. As a horse, you know 
that you can trust him. And he has another admirable 
quality, modesty: ‘After 13 years I know roughly what 
I should do to get anywhere with a young horse.’ Jos 
Lansink was his first teacher, with whom he worked 
together for four years: ‘He taught me a lot especially 
about dressage work. I did have some basis but Jos has 
improved me considerably. Give your horse plenty of 
time, always stay calm and never lose your patience, that 
is what Jos always said, and he is right.’

For new horses from the Z studfarm Kris’first task is to 
lunge the 3-yr-olds. After that an external rider comes 
to saddle-break them. Two weeks later Kris gets a horse 
with a steering wheel and brakes and he can start the 
refining process. ‘Judy Ann determined who rides which 
horse and gives them to Ken or me. Then we get to work 
with them and after some time we evaluate and perhaps 
swop horses.’ Kris currently rides 12 youngsters. One is a 
6-yr-old, the others are 4- and 5-yr-olds. The finest thing 
I find is when Judy Ann jumps a horse at international 
level, which was born at Zangersheide and trained by me. 
As Cold As Ice Z is an example. When she jumped Ice 
in Aachen, I went there to watch. You have no idea how 
proud I was (smiles)? I will always have a special tie with 
Ice. She was always special, just a little different than the 
other horses. If she is at home, I will always look her 
up in her stable to say hello. Whenever Judy Ann jumps 
horses that I trained, I will go an watch them. As long 
as it is nearby, of course. After all, you have been living 
with those horses for two years, you have developed a 
tie with them, they always stay special for you. You want 
things to go perfectly. I am now in charge of the clones 
from Chellano Z, Air Jordan Z and Levisto Z and that 
is a great responsibility. That has to go perfect, as well.’ 
Asca Z also received the basic work from Kris and there, 
too, the result is nothing to be ashamed of. 

Youngsters, when they are saddle-broken, first get their 
dressage training. Kris only does any jumping exercises 
with them if Judy Ann, Christian or Tobias are present. 
‘It is always better, I think, that there is always someone 
on foot to help us. I have gained some experience with 
the dressage work and know how to handle that. But 
for the jumping it is always better when there is also 
someone on the ground.’

Kris loves youngsters, that much is clear: ‘Because you 
can see youngsters progress. You start with a green horse 
and in the course of a year you see the horse grow. That 
gives me a lot of satisfaction. With older horses that is 
different. Sometimes you see a youngster make great 
progress from one week to another, you do not notice 
that so much with older horses, they often only require 
good maintenance work. You should never get upset 
about the training process, because sooner or later every 
youngster gets a dip. You start very enthusiastically, it is 
going well, better every day and suddenly you find that 
there is no progress anymore. It happens to every horse 
and as a rider you just have to take it easy for a while, 
take a step back and calmly pick up the thread. It will 
all be alright in the end, really, just do not lose your 
patience. Those horses have a lot to process, after all. 
And even older horses have the occasional dip.’ Kris has 
become a real expert and he prefers stallions. ‘Maybe 
that is because I always rode many stallions. But I do 
have the feeling that a stallion is willing to do more for 
his rider than a mare, they are often more capricious. In 
my experience, at least.’ 

In the weekends you often find Kris at shows, especially 
at the provincial Kempisch Regionals. It is a necessary 
part of the training; transport, different environment, 
new impressions. That is where the young Z-horses 
see what can go wrong in the training. Kris remains 
diplomatic: ‘Everyone has his style of riding, although 
there are many varieties that I would never apply. You 
see many riders who still want to go too fast, who have 
not enough basis themselves and have not done their 
dressage work properly. In short, precisely what we 
do not want. We give all our horses the time they need 
and when they are not ye ready for a competition, they 
simply do not go. We have several 4-yr-olds, but we only 
took them to their first show by the end of May. Because 
only then were they ready for it. 

Once a year Kris goes international, at the WC for 
Young Horses. This is always a highlight for Kris. But 
he has never won a medal yet. ‘I have always dreamt 
of winning a medal, although I may not show it. And 
I usually only ride one, maximum two 5-yr-olds in the 

WC. It is good the way it is. As I said before, a horse can 
only perform well when he is happy and it is the same 
for people. And I am happy here!

Ken Ruysen: ‘Occasionally taking it down a 
notch, smaller steps at a time, will still bring 
progress’
Johan Heins, Piet Raijmakers, Jos Lansink, all of them 
gold medal winners who spent a large part of their 
careers at Zangersheide and, like the horses, got all 
the chances and the best education there. For not only 
the horses, but also the riders are given a chance in 
Lanaken with the best possible coaching. Ken Ruysen 
comes from Diest and has been living together with his 
girlfriend in Peer since January. Ken comes from a horse 
family, parents, relatives, they are all active with horses, 
professional or not. In his teens Ken was active in the 
Kempisch Regionals and also started in the Gouden 
Laars and national competitions. Insiders would link 
Ken with Armani van Overis Z, now at Penelope 
Leprevost, which he rode as a 4-yr-old, for example at 
Z-Festival.  Ken studied physical education in Leuven. 
He passed his exam age 21. A well-considered choice, 
horses had always been in his life, but he had no idea 
what a professional career in horses would be like. A 
diploma never comes amiss. ‘As a new teacher PE you 
get interim work. A few days here, a week there, stand in 
for teachers who are ill. When you start as a teacher, you 
do not get a regular job. Therefore I had some time left 
which I spent more and more with horses. My interest in 
the sector grew. Via via Ken ended up at Zangersheide: ‘I 
was riding a few horses for a Dutch stables. The groom 
working there moved to Zangersheide and she told me 
that they were looking for another rider in Lanaken 
for the young horses. So I took a deep breath, called 
Zangersheide and was allowed to do a trial day. That 
was March last year. I did my test day and Judy Ann gave 
me the job. My task consists of training the 4- and 5-yr-
olds, together with Kris and Tobias. After one year Ken 
has already learnt more than in the past decennia. ‘One 
thing I learnt here in the past 15 months is that I must 
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adapt to the horse. Before I had always been taught to 
do it the other way around and I tried to make the horse 
adapt to my system. That is wrong, of course, as I have 
since found out. My own ability to adapt has grown a 
lot’, Ken refl ect: ‘My task here is to give the youngsters 
a sound basic training which Tobias and Judy Ann can 
build on. The horses need not adapt to me at all. I realise 
that now, I just have to get the hang of it (laughs). The 
great thing about this job is that we form a real close 
team in which everyone can ask anyone anything. As 
a team, we are there to serve the horses. I am the least 
experienced rider and it is fantastic to be included in such 
a professional team. I can grow better every day! I was 
only employed for three days when Christian Ahlmann 
visited us to give us jumping instruction. I really had to 
swallow. I have been trained before, had instruction and 
all that, but that is nothing compared to suddenly being 
faced with Christian Ahlmann. As if the player from the 
soccer club FC Peer are suddenly trained by Lionel Messi. 
You are quite impressed by it. ‘I still remember the fi rst 
remark he made. I was correcting the horse too much 
with my hands and Christian taught me that I should 
ride more from the seat and legs. From every word he 
says you can learn something. That was a whole new 
world for me. I am really happy to get this chance. I have 
to train horses, but I have to learn very hard myself each 
day. Here the horses get all the time and all the chances, 
another thing I learnt at Zangersheide. Some horses are 
not the easiest, you even fi nd them quite diffi cult at fi rst. 
By taking it down a notch, taking small steeps at a time, 
you progress all the same. In the long run it pays off 
better. That way I have been able to reach more with 
some horses than I would have believed possible. That 
has been an important lesson.
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