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historical connection

t
he name Violet Hopkins is not 
well known in modern dres-
sage, and as a rider Hopkins 

(1909-2002) achieved what might 
be called only modest success—no 
olympic medals or other marquee 
competitive accomplishments. But 
the Michigan woman had a tower-
ing impact on the sport of dressage in 
America.

Perhaps it was Hopkins’ own lack 
of early formal riding instruction that 
led her to become such a crusader 
for dressage education. A self-taught 

equestrian who grew up riding on 
her family’s farm, Hopkins did not re-
ceive a formal riding lesson until after 
college—where, serendipitously, she 
studied to become a teacher. 

Hopkins saved enough money 
from her teaching paychecks to pur-
chase her frst horse, and then she 
began teaching riding professionally, 

initially at a public stable in Grosse 
Pointe, Mi. Six years later, she was of-
fered the position of instructor at the 
Bloomfeld (Mi) open Hunt Club, 
where she remained for eleven years, 
doing both dressage and eventing.

When Hopkins learned that Ar-
thur Konyot (patriarch of the famed 
circus family, and father of olympi-
an tina) was coming to the Midwest, 
she arranged to study with “Pop” for a 
week. other mentors included Chuck 
Grant (“Historical Connection,” 
April), Capt. Vladimir Littauer, and 

erich Bubble. 
As Hopkins re-

lated in her essay “Te 
Great need” (at right), 
she believed strong-
ly that the US needed 
better-trained dres-
sage instructors. With 
that goal in mind, she 
established her own 
dressage school at 
tristan oaks Farm, 
Union Lake, Mi, in 
1969. Tat same year, 
she helped to found 
the Midwest Dres-
sage Association; she 
would go on to serve 
as one of the found-
ing members of the 
USDF.

For eleven years, 
tristan oaks was the 

site of the Violet Hopkins Seminars for 
Dressage instructors, which were led 
by such notables as Col. Aage Sommer 
and Maj. Anders Lindgren. Te Hop-
kins seminars are the forerunner of the 
USDF national Dressage Symposium, 
the USDF Fei-Level trainers’ Confer-
ence, and the USDF instructor Certif-
cation Program itself.

For her eforts to develop a strong 
educational base for instructors and 
trainers, which did much to promote 
and enhance the sport of dressage in 
the US, Violet Hopkins was inducted 
into the Roemer Foundation/USDF 
Hall of Fame in 1998.

Read on for Hopkins’ essay, “Te 
Great need,” followed by a clinic re-
port that illustrates her commitment 
to “train the trainers” dressage edu-
cation. 

The GreaT Need

By Violet Hopkins

it has been my privilege during the 
past few years to be invited to many 
areas throughout the United States, to 
assist people with their riding. Tese 
experiences have revealed the sad 
truth concerning the state of riding 
in this great country. it is evident that 
people interested in horses are seek-
ing a better means of riding, known as 

dressage. to pursue their interest they 
must have a good understanding of 
what their own development and that 
of their horse entails.

Te only approach to forming this 
understanding is to seek help from a 
knowledgeable person. in the majority 
of cases people have sought help, only 
to be misled by so-called “instructors 
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FORMIDABLE PAIR: Violet Hopkins and her Grand Prix-level, of-

the-track Toroughbred, Dark Warrior, in an undated photo

From Dressage & CT, July 1981. Reprinted by 

permission of natasha (Mrs. ivan) Bezuglof.

CRUSADER: Violet Hopkins in an undated 

photo
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of dressage.” Te disturbing factor is 
the appalling number of people teach-
ing who have no background to sub-
stantiate their position.

Te great explosion of horse in-
terest and the sudden birth of dres-
sage competitions has created fertile 
ground for the need of instructors.

Anyone in this country can claim 
to be an instructor of dressage, hang 
out a shingle, and be in business. it is 
in this area that the danger of inferi-
or information lies. in other countries 
there are established centers where 
riding is taught and good standards 
are presented. Persons aspiring to 
make a career of teaching and work-
ing with horses have the opportuni-
ty to attend these centers to obtain 
knowledge and skill to qualify them 
for service. in this country, this kind 
of facility is very limited.

Te alternative answer to this need 
is for the person desiring to pursue a 
career with horses to apprentice him-
self or herself to a well-established 
trainer and instructor. one who has 
the correct concept of laying a good 
basic foundation in training both 
horse and rider. Te apprentice must 
be willing to spend not months, but 
several years learning the basic skills 
of good horsemanship. Qualities to 
be developed in this learning period 
are many. Tere must be the desire 
to convey to the beginning rider the 
necessary knowledge needed to mas-
ter the skill of balance and application 
of aids for communication with the 
horse.

it is necessary that the instruc-
tor constantly improve his own skills 
through riding and training many 
horses so the depth of knowledge is 
constantly growing. it is [at] the grass 
roots levels that all substantial build-
ing must take place. Quality instruc-
tion, at this level, is what confrms 
the progress of horse and rider for 
advanced work. Te majority of rid-
ers are in the grass roots category; 
thus they need instructors well versed 
in the basic procedures. For persons 
willing to follow this path, the oppor-
tunities are unlimited.

GuNNar aNderseN 

CliNiC for 

ProfessioNals aT 

TrisTaN oaks

By Violet Hopkins

When word came out that Gunnar 
Andersen would be in the US visit-
ing friends, the Midwest area decid-
ed to jump at the chance to seize the 
knowledge of this very fne, experi-
enced dressage teacher and trainer. 

After much planning and arranging, 
a Clinic for Pros only was organized 
and held at tristan oaks, the stable of 
Miss Violet Hopkins, on october 10th 
and 11th, 1973. Seven pros in the area 
responded to this opportunity and a 
schedule of private lessons for the two 
days was set up accordingly. Unfortu-
nately, one professional could not at-
tend due to illness, but the time slot 
was flled by a group of four junior 
riders who were lucky enough to be 
able to work with the master.

observation of this clinic was 
not, as was the participation, limited 
to professionals, and the spectators 
were numerous on both days. From 
their point of view, the clinic was a 
revealing lesson in suppling exercis-
es and the development of rhythm in 
the horses performing. According to 
those questioned, the appearance of 

D
R

E
S
S
A

G
E
 &

 C
T
 P

H
O

T
O

SmartPak.com   |   1-800-431-3916

FREE 
SHIPPING 

BOTH 

WAYS

(Yeah, we 
took care  
of that, too.)

FREE  

catalog!
SmartPak.com/Catalog

 

 

 

Ofcial Tack & Equipment Supplier of the USEF 2013 Annual Catalog

From Dressage & CT, January 1974. Reprinted 
by permission of natasha (Mrs. ivan) Bezuglof.

VIP VISITOR: Gunnar Andersen in an un-

dated photo
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the horses as the lessons progressed 
was not only interesting, but obvious-
ly improved along the guidelines of 
suppleness and rhythm.

it was prearranged that each pro-
fessional would come prepared to 
present a horse with which he or she 
was having a particular problem. Tis 
request was very honestly answered 
by the area’s teachers and trainers par-
ticipating in the lessons, and problems 
ranged from difculties with fying 
changes, to acceptance of the bit, to 
elementary bending and purity of the 
basic paces. Corrections varied with 
the problem, but Mr. Andersen’s fa-
vorite suppling exercise was noted to 
be the shoulder-in on the circle, and 
suppleness or the lack thereof seemed 
to be at the bottom of most training 
difculties.

it was the general consensus of 
opinion that Gunnar Andersen was a 
most helpful and sincere instructor. 
improvement was obvious in all the 
horses over the two-day clinic. in talk-
ing with individual participants, the 
master was described and his teach-
ing characterized as simple and most 
straightforward. He dealt not with 
great detail, but more with the major 
problem. Tis in turn seemed to help 
all the small details of the difculty in 
a big way. With the junior riders, who 
rode in a group lesson, Mr. Andersen 
stressed correct position of the rider 
and the fundamental suppling goals 
for their horses, which would in turn 
lead to natural collection. Tis theme 
of suppleness to natural collection 
was carried out through the adult ses-
sions as well. For instance, he point-
ed out that if a horse has a bad canter, 
a trainer really can’t correct that. But 
suppling the horse to a high degree 
will make the canter come through 
better.

As some of our readers may know, 
Mr. Andersen was Jessica newberry 
Ransehousen’s coach for the Rome 
olympics in 1960 (she and Forstrat 
placed 12th), but he had been train-
ing and teaching for many years be-
fore then. Tat was one of the most 
frequently repeated comments heard 
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from participants in the clinic: that 

Mr. Andersen had had so much expe-

rience. Having worked with horses for 

over 40 years, all he has to do when 

he sees the problem with a horse is 

to think back over the years and re-

member what he did with a horse he 

worked with the same problem.

Te enjoyment and satisfaction 

gained in the lessons were enhanced 

by two beautiful october days and 

the participants in the clinic regretted 

having only such a short time to work 

with Mr. Andersen. Te management 

of tristan oaks commented that such 

a clinic, for professionals only, was a 

necessary and valuable experience; for 

it goes without saying that profession-

al dressage teachers must gain knowl-

edge and judgment of good perfor-

mance before this can be passed on to 

students. Te area’s professionals con-

sidered the opportunity a valuable one 

and consider themselves fortunate 

to have been able to take advantage 

of it while Mr. Andersen was in this 

country for a short time. it was a most 

worthwhile endeavor and perhaps the 

Midwest area can continue with this 

sound, educational trend aimed at im-

proving the quality of American dres-

sage instruction. s

For more information about the 

Roemer Foundation/USDF Hall of 

Fame or to submit a nomination, visit 

usdf.org/hallofame.
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