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the European champion (1991) in La Baule. Alain Navet 
and his Haras de Baussy was one of the first breeders 
to develop his own line with mares that themselves 
performed at the highest level.

Alexis Pignolet from Haras d’Elle did a similar thing. 
Alexis was a rider and he kept his best mares for breeding. 
Quel Type d’Elle jumped in the Barcelona Olympics 
(1992) and possibly the most famous one, Flipper d’Elle, 
jumped at the WEG in Aachen under Laurent Goffinet, 
and Nippon d’Elle did not do at all badly under Roger 
Yves Bost. The foundation dam of Pignolet was the half-
thoroughbred Gazelle, who had a daughter of Uriel; 
Gazelle d’Elle. Pignolet sold Gazelle d’Elle to the French 
Federation which made her available to Michel Robert. 
A clause in the sales agreement specifically stipulated 
that, after her sport career, Gazelle d’Elle would return 
to Haras d’Elle for breeding. This just serves to argue 
that in the early 80s there already were some breeders 
that purposefully selected good mares. Nevertheless, 
that was more the exception than the rule at the time.

When the agricultural horse was converted into a 
riding horse in France, they added a good dash of 
thoroughbred blood. The main supplier of this blood 
was the thoroughbred Rantzau xx. In the 50s and 60s 
he served some 800 mares. In 1970 he was number 
three on the hit parade of most successful stallions, after 
Ibrahim and Furioso xx. One year later Rantzau xx died 
just as he reached the first place on that list. His most 
famous product is Cor de la Bryere, the stallion that 
made Holstein great.

Rantzau xx was a stallion with a lot of quality, but he was 
extremely difficult to ride, which made that a lot of his 
offspring was soon discarded. They were too difficult for 
the sport. Those fortunate enough to end up in breeding 
have added good surplus value to later generations. The 
thoroughbred blood of Rantzau xx had been anchored 
in breeding. His great-grandson was Baloubet du Rouet, 

were the days in which the ‘real’ showjumping horses 
were supplied by Hanover and the Selle Français. The 
horses that jumped in Montreal were the first generation 
of sport horses after the conversion from agricultural to 
riding horse and the later sport horse. 
 
When they first began to breed riding horses, hardly 
anyone looked at their ancestry. In the best case the 
breeder knew the sire. The first showjumping horse 
was nothing but a side product of the already existing 
agricultural horse. 

Warwick Rex was the 1975 European champion and 
one year later the Olympic champion. Rex was a son 
of Wortschwall, although this will interest nobody for 
in those days the breeder did not pay attention to the 
pedigree. 

When Hugo Simon won the first World Cup Finals (in 
1979) a few years later, he did so on Gladstone, a son 
of Götz. Gladstone won so abundantly that all of a 
sudden every breeder wanted a Götz. As soon as a horse 
performed above average in the sport, every breeder 
and rider wanted a product of that horse. However, 
the majority of those products proved to be far inferior 
to Gladstone, because the breeders had been staring 
themselves blind at the sire.

They got it wrong. Why? Because, first of all, a stallion 
selection was almost a sinecure 40 years ago. It was no 
more than a selection on conformation in combination 
with trotting in hand. In short, the quality of the licensed 
stallions was not always reliable.

At that time things began to change in France. Some of 
the breeders there were also riders and in that capacity 
they gave the sport and breeding some thought. Alain 
Navet, for example, the father of Eric Navet, who jumped 
the Aachen GP on Luma and later won numerous GPs 
on Kaïma. Alain Navet must have been one of the first 
breeders to breed with his best sport mares. From the 
line with which Alain Navet was so successful, he also 
bred Quito de Baussy, which under his son Eric would 
become the world champion in Stockholm (1990) and 

Breeding, before and now 
Look at the sport from, say, thirty years ago and you find that today’s breeding is not comparable in 
any way to that of the past. The evolution theory is a scientific fact and the same applies in the sport 
and breeding. Show me the sport and I can tell you how the horse was bred: from massive, plump 
fences and ditto horses sport and breeding have evolved into producing high-blooded, careful horses 
jumping subtly built fences with light poles. The courses are different, the fences are different, the 
speed at which they are jumped is different, the showjumping horse itself is different. These are the 
facts of today, but how did this evolution happen and who contributed to it? Z-Magazine studied the 
subject and comes with testimonies from breeders and riders, from before and from now.

The breeder…
‘You have to stay ahead of the market’. Professional 
breeders or amateurs breeding in a professional way 
all follow this one-liner in their breeding. Today you 
breed for the sport of tomorrow. That is their point of 
departure and for that you need insight and a good idea 
of the future. The sport horse that jumped the Montreal 
Olympics in 1976 is totally different from the Olympic 
horse that will perform in Rio de Janeiro next year. 
Everything is different: not just the horse itself, but also 
the fences, the distances between them, the riding speed, 
or the training of a showjumping horse. Who steered 
this evolution?

We asked this question to a rider from before who is now 
selecting horses in his capacity as national coach. And to 
riders who jumped their first Olympics in Seoul in 1988 
and are still active in the showjumping ring today.  

We will start in 1976. Belgium wins the team bronze and 
François Mathy the individual bronze on Gai Luron at 
the Montreal Olympics. This combination was, by the 
way, the first sponsored combination from Belgium and 
the sponsor was Zangersheide. Alwin Schockemöhle, 
the eight year older brother of Paul Schockemöhle, wins 
team silver and individual gold on Warwick Rex. These 
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totally different approach.’ ‘But it will work itself out’, 
remarks a level-headed breeder. ‘The market will correct 
itself and the economic crisis has been a blessing for 
breeding. People have started to breed less, but better.’

Has sport changed breeding or is it the other way 
around? It is the same question as that about the chicken 
and the egg, although everyone agrees nowadays that it 
was precisely the link between sport and breeding that 
has made that today we breed functional showjumping 
horses. 30 Years ago the horses had a lot of power 
and little quality. A (massive) pole could sometimes be 
(heavily) touched and the chances were that it would 
stay in its cups. And when the combination did make 
a mistake, it would always result in a crash. Because 
breeders started to follow the sport, they got more 
attention for what was going on in the ring.

A major change occurred when breeding stallions 
became active in the sport. In Belgium Eric Wauters must 
have been one of the first to start stallions in the sport. 
Nowadays it has become the rule, thirty years ago it was 
the exception. It was new, never seen before, but when 
you do not see a stallion performing in the sport today, 
he does not get any mares. 

And what about the horse of tomorrow? Many breeders 
agree: speed is getting more important in the ring. The 
horse must want to jump clear, to work and to co-
operate. A third requirement is the ‘electricity’ of the 
horse. That will be tomorrow’s prototype. 

at the age of 32 and until today he can be found back in 
70% of the Holsteiner horses. No-one had ever dreamt 
that a horse would unite France and Germany. It had 
been through the vision of one man, one breeder, Maas 
Hell, who brought ‘Corde’ to Holstein. Not without a 
great deal of discussion in Holstein beforehand. Hubert 
Vornholt, the breeder of Ramiro Z, sire of Ratina Z, also 
was such a visionary. 

Nevertheless, until today one still is not breeding with 
enough good mares. Commercialisation and the growing 
demand for foals and horses have increased the offer. 
This new offer knows many backroom breeders. Parents 
that buy a sport horse for son or daughter, who then gets 
consumed by his or her higher education, after which the 
mare is covered. Or newcomers who buy a broodmare 
for her papers, perhaps from a good line, but the wrong 
branch. Auction organisers confirm this: ‘At auctions 
you still see far too many breeders for which you really 
feel a little ashamed.’ An older breeder remarks: ‘I see 
that breeding is no longer in the hands of agriculture, of 
the farmers, and a lot of knowhow has so been lost. In 
Belgium and the Netherlands the farmers were famous 
for their solid breeding, be it cows or agricultural horses, 
later riding horses. That was because these people still 
lived among their animals every day. They knew their 
animals, their character, their eagerness to work, their 
plusses and minuses. Modern breeders have a lot less of 
such information. They breed paper times paper times 
paper. We should make sure of not becoming paper 
breeders. Nowadays a breeder orders sperm via the 
internet from a stallion he happens to have seen on tv. A 

only looked at the conformation. Not only at stallion 
selections, but also at mares selections. And what other 
criteria played a role? The walk and the trot, which are 
precisely the two gaits you hardly see in the showjumping 
ring! One wanted a model type, until Eric Wauters got 
really annoyed with that vision and suggested that it 
was like comparing Milton to Jappeloup. Evolution is 
change and in order to change you need either someone 
that is respectfully listened to or the stubborn type that 
ignores all current values and standards and goes his 
own way. Eric Wauters belongs in the first category, 
Leon Melchior in the second. Melchior and Wauters 
stressed the importance of the relationship between 
sport and breeding and Leon Melchior specifically the 
importance of the mares lines, which caused the sport 
horse to change completely in two decades.

You always need individuals that change the path. The 
Holsteiner Verband noticed the success of French blood in 
the Oldenburg studbook in the form of Furioso II. Alwin 
Schockemöhle proposed to lease the stallion Urioso 
(Furioso). A delegation went to see Urioso in France and 
returned with Cor de la Bryere. The stallion died in 2000 

for example. Experience has taught that the addition of 
thoroughbred blood manifests itself particularly in the 
second remove. 

In France the first mares lines were developed thanks to 
Navet and Pignolet. In The Lowlands breeding was still 
largely focussed on stallions at that time. The mares lines 
were still ignored. The first data recorded by studbooks, 
by the way, were only that of the sire. 

The first breeder in Europe that fundamentally changed 
tack was Leon Melchior. He was the first to consistently 
collect Gotthard mares that were doing well in the 
sport. And this is still a success story 30 years later. 
Glorita Z, born in 1973, was a daughter of Gotthard 
x Agram. One son of Agram was Agent, on which Paul 
Schockemöhle won silver in the Montreal Olympics. 
Leon Melchior crossed Glorita Z with Almé Z and this 
produced the stallion Artos Z, who, in turn, produced 
the Zangersheide-bred As Cold As Ice Z, currently 
considered by many the best mare in the world. We also 
find Agram back in the dam’s line of As Cold as Ice Z, as 
great-grandam Aglaya Z was also a daughter of Agram 
and the full sister of before mentioned Agent.

Every evolution is the result of a gradual process and 
in such a process you always find pioneers, people 
who make the difference. In breeding Leon Melchior 
was such a visionary, in the sport Eric Wauters was a 
revolutionary. He broke taboos by questioning the 
traditional tenets. You have no idea what nonsense was 
talked about breeding at the time, not least by studbooks 
and their managers. Studbooks aimed for beauty, also 
where showjumping horses were concerned. Studbooks 
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The rider…
Dirk Demeersman was selected in 1992 for the Barcelona 
Olympics. Today he is a national coach and it is his turn 
to select. Would he include any horse in his team for the 
2016 Olympics that is like those jumping in Barcelona 
at the time? ‘I think so. Darco would still be playing a 
significant role. And my horse Edelbert and Queen of 
Diamonds from Jean Claude Vangeenberghe would 
even have better chances today. Because the latter two 
were already modern, bloodhorses types. The massive 
and plumb fences of those days were then to their 
disadvantage. Egano, Libero, Ratina Z, they would still 
be good horses today. One thing you should not forget 
when you compare today’s breeding with that of, say, 
thirty years ago. The clear evolution of the sport horse 
is not only due to breeding. Riding and training, too, 
has evolved. Of course, the horses I am here referring 
to were exceptions already at the time and I do agree 
that you see more of such good horses today. But the 
real top-class ones will always be exceptions and every 
generation has one like that. The basis has become much 
wider and that is the contribution breeding has made. I 
want to point out one detail straight away, to show how 
everything has changed. Hindleg protectors, which are 
now massively used, did not exist at the time and that 
makes a world of difference.’ Who came first, sport or 

breeding? ‘There came a Sunday when course builders 
were scratching their heads after the GP because all the 
horses had gone clear. Higher or wider was no longer 
enough, so you had to play with the time allowed. Speed 
has become an important factor, as well as misleading 
fences; flat cups, light material.. .

You need a different type of horse for that. But do you 
know what I have noticed? Top-class horses from before 
would still make it today, but not the other way around. 
Today’s horses should not have to face the kind of courses 
from before, for they would be seriously impressed and 
get injured. Although blood has been systematically 
added to breeding, I feel it is not yet enough. We have the 
power and the attitude is good, but it could all be a little 
bit more refined. Dutch breeding has already started 
doing that, although that was rather for commercial 
reasons, for which a price has to be paid in the sport 
of today. Belgian breeders were more clever, breeding 
a mix of French and German horses. The French had 
good heads, with moderate power and ditto health. The 
Germans had enough power and that made the better 
kind of horse. What also has improved breeding is the 
introduction of embryo transplantation, which makes 
for better multiplication.’

Dirk Demeersman
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Dirk Demeersman admits that too little attention is 
still paid to the dam’s line. ‘Breeding is not a matter of 
mathematics, although statistically you always get better 
horses out of good dams. I am a small hobby breeder 
and I am more interested in the lineage of the dam than 
the sire. I do not believe in those commercial marketing 
breeders who want to have the sister, half-sister or the 
cousin of so-and-so. Only when you see several half-
sisters or -brothers in the big sport, you may have found 
a good line. I can explain this in the personal field: I 
ride horses, my sister does not. Do I come from a good 
lineage or am I a random product? I do not know. What 
I do know is that the Whitakers are a good family in 
terms of producing top-class riders. Jacques Borlée was 
an athlete and he performed at the Olympics. His wife 
Edith was the Belgian champion on the 200 meter. They 
have four children, the twins Kevin and Jonathan, Dylan 
and Olivia and they are top-class athletes all of them. 
In the case of that family you can talk of a line. It is 
the same with horses. You have to look further than 
that one great horse. It is much more important to see 
what the whole family has done. And then you will 
find, I believe, that the better kind of athletes, whether 
human or equine, come from proven lineages. Their 
offspring will perform above average. And extremely 
good horses will always be exceptions. Mind you, I did 
not say random products, because the environment also 
plays an important role. Where will the future top-class 
horse end up? Champions are man-made, you know. I 
am convinced that many top-class horses have missed 

the boat that way, or ended up in the wrong place. Vice 
versa, look at Baloubet du Rouet, Shutterfly, Hickstead, 
horses that we all have in our collective memory, because 
they were fortunate enough to have found the right rider 
at the right moment.’

When you ask this question to a rider, you know the 
answer already; do breeders underestimate the influence 
of the rider? Demeersman: ‘Absolutely. Like riders, 
breeders should keep their feet on the ground. Anyone 
who looks at his breeding honestly and critically must 
be a level-headed person, because breeding is not a 
calculable thing and success is never guaranteed. In 
breeding 1 + 1 is not always 2 and that is just as well, 
for when that day comes, it will be over for the normal 
breeder. 

Dirk Demeersman has been around for more than half 
a century, he has watched Aachen for 40 years, about 
20 years ago he rode there for the first time and had his 
highlight in 2005, when he finished second in the GP. 
Beaten on time by Shutterfly who won that year. What 
has changed in Aachen, often considered the crucial 
reference point in the showjumping sport, according to 
Demeersman? ‘Look at the fences and you will recognize 
the horses: massive, heavy and plump poles and ditto 
horses. Was that material necessary at the time? I do 
not know, I think that they probably did not know 
any better. And perhaps Aachen is not a good reference 
point, for in that immense arena you always need more 

can immediately feel what the horse thinks approaching 
it. You can feel his doubt, you notice that he finds it hard 
to estimate. These are all elements that make today’s 
sport and that sport requires careful horses.’

According to the Belgian national coach we have reached 
the maximum height and width. What will change in the 
future is as clear as reading tealeaves.

horsepower. And what breeders can not see from the 
stands is that the arena has slants and slopes and that 
factor is easily underestimated. Nowadays you need 
horses that want to go, that can accelerate, in short, 
horses with blood. The contribution of thoroughbred 
blood has also changed riding. Today, a rider has to do 
more brainwork and train to create a co-operation with 
his horse. Sport horses of today are far more sensitive 
and the rider better takes that into account. A rider who 
would ride today as they did 30 years before, would not 
make it to the finish, would not have a chance.

It is not that the time allowed has changed, the difference 
is that the course builder makes sharper turns when he 
plots the course. The time allowed in a Nations Cup is 
still the same 400meter/minute. The question is how 
and where the course builder turns his ‘wheel’. And then 
there are the creative fences. I still remember the first 
sponsored fence from Zangersheide. When you managed 
to clear that one, you were almost certain of a place in 
the jump-off. Also where fence design is concerned, Leon 
Melchior was a pioneer (laughs). Evolution is a natural 
process. Zangersheide comes with a difficult fence, which 
is then copied at home by the riders to practice on. And 
when they manage to cope with that fence, there will be 
a new one….. Remember the notorious bicycle fence on 
the WEG in The Hague which is now a classic in Calgary. 
The wheels are the stands and between is the frame of 
a bicycle: a horizontal plank in flat cups and a diagonal 
pole. A very open fence, therefore, and believe me, you 

Edelbert - Dirk Demeersman


