
The Best Laid Plans… 
 
By Christy Scotch
 
I set out this year to train with Anne Gribbons as much 
as I could in order to move my 8 year old mare, 
Damenwahl…aka Darya…(Desperados x Fleur Op), as far 
up the levels as possible. She was solidly at 3rd Level, 
and I wanted to work with her to help her 1. Calm down 
during changes so she could do tempis, 2. Improve her 
Piaffe, and 3. Start work on Passage. 
 
Shortly after I received the GDCTA Grant/Scholarship, I 
noticed a white cloudy spot in Darya’s left eye. I called 
my ophthalmologist friend, Jana Korsch-Dismukes, 
immediately, and we talked about her coming out to 
take a look at her. She appeared to be in no pain; only 
there was this small cloud (the size of a pencil eraser). 
Jana came out and looked at her and said it looked like 
uveitis…VERY common in horses…especially 
Hanoverians and Appaloosas. We started treatment 
with eye drops immediately. After about a week, the 
small spot in her eye turned into a line that ran 
perpendicular in her eye…but still no pain. I took her to 
Jana again, and she prescribed some more aggressive 
drops and treatment. 
 
After only a week, I brought Darya in from turnout, and 
she was squinting, and her eye was watering. I 
immediately called Jana, and she and I agreed that we 
needed to take her to Auburn for more aggressive 
treatment. After evaluating her eye, we all decided that 
surgery was our best option of saving her sight and her 
eye, and the prognosis looked good that all would be 
fine…providing we did the prescribed follow-up care. 
They performed 4 different procedures during surgery, 
and I took her home with 3 different eye drops to be 
administered 3 times per day. 
 
Unfortunately, in spite of our best efforts and unknown 
to us, the disease continued to attack her eye at a very 
rapid pace. And it was determined that she had a pretty 
rare form of Uveitis that was very aggressive and also 
very resistant to treatment. Her eye changed a lot 
during the weeks and months following surgery…from a 
pale green “coating” over her eye at first to a line of a 
little darker green across her eye that had an even 
darker spot in the middle of it. Then, the eye started to 
turn red. During this time, I was sending pictures to 
Auburn and taking her in almost weekly for re-checks. 
 

 
We also worked on behavior and clicker training to help 
Darya understand what was expected of her during the 
eye drop “sessions,” because, as you can imagine, she 
didn’t enjoy them…and she was up to 4 eye drops, 3 
different times per day. She learned quickly to stand still 
and accept the drops and also get rewarded for doing 
so. This was a critical part of making the whole journey 
thus far survivable. 
 
In the end, her vision continued to worsen, as the eye 
continued to change colors. At one point it was 
completely red, like something you see in movies. We 
continued to treat with drops and discussed another 
surgery. However, the doctors couldn’t, in good faith, 
recommend the surgery because…given the resistance 
to the previous surgery procedures…they doubted that 
it would make any difference at all. 
 
During this entire time, which ended up being the 
middle of June thru the end of October, I couldn’t ride 
Darya at all. So all of my training/competition plans for 
the year had been put on indefinite hold. I could only do 
pain management and eye treatments. In the end, the 
doctors determined that she had permanently lost her 
vision in the left eye, and we were hoping to save the 
eye itself. Thankfully, we started a new drug at that 
time, and it seemed to be managing the pain…so that 
was a positive turn.  
 
I had to come to terms with the fact that my promising 
young FEI horse was now blind in her left eye and also 
faced the possibility of losing that eye completely. This 
was a very hard thing to accept…but accept it, I did. 
 
I had planned a trip down to Florida to train with Anne 
in October with my scholarship money, and I had to 
cancel it because of the eye problems. However, I was 
at least able to start riding again in November. The end 
of November, Anne came to my stable to do a clinic, 



and I finally was able to get her help. I rode Darya with 
her, and she was “back” to normal work…minus sight in 
her left eye. I used the grant money to pay for this 
clinic, and I also went to a clinic at Shannondale with 
Anne 2 weekends later in order to extend the training 
even more. 
 

 
 
Anne was impressed with how well she and I both had 
adapted to her new disability. And she began to work 
with us toward moving her up the levels. The most 
important thing that Anne stressed is the importance of 
TRANSITIONS!! There are so many scores for transitions 
in and out of movements and gaits…especially as you 
move up the levels…that one MUST focus on them as 
well as use them as tools in training. 
 
She had me working on trot halt transitions, canter walk 
transitions, and walk canter, and halt trot. All of these, 
she emphasized using seat and legs to execute and less 
use of hands. (I can tend to over-use reins.) It was such 
a great feeling when I had her coming back with my seat 
with no reins at all. It really showed me how much my 
seat and legs COULD really impact my horse. 
 
I was able to ride a student’s horse, Coosa, with Anne as 
well at the clinic in Alabama. He is a double registered 
Quarter Horse and Palomino, but he moves NOTHING 

like a Quarter Horse. He has lots of “go,” and he moves 
with such grace and activity. Anne helped use 
transitions to get him lighter in my hands and not 
leaning on me so much. He was carrying himself and 
balancing himself by the end of the 3 days. We worked 
on all the 2nd and 3rd Level movements, so that he will 
be ready to go when his owner has her baby and is 
ready to get back in the saddle. 
 
With Darya, she said that I needed to work on 
developing better cadence in Darya’s trot as well as 
teach her to lift her abdominal muscles to engage them 
to work…also using transitions. She had us start off with 
leg yielding at the walk to help stretch her and also 
focus her on the work ahead. She emphasized that this 
was NOT a “normal” leg yield for competition. We 
needed to use it to really flex and stretch her on both 
sides instead of focusing on straightness. The purpose 
of this was to help her become straighter. She then had 
us pick up the canter and leg yield from the centerline 
to the board in order to also improve her cadence and 
jump in the canter. We did this also at the trot. 
 
She gave me a great exercise to do to work on canter 
pirouettes with horses who needed help turning and 
keeping it small…which I have with a couple horses with 
this problem. You have to have an arena with a wall, so 
the horse doesn’t step out, but it uses travers at the 
canter to go down centerline. Turn in the direction of 
the travers (whichever lead you are on) and go to the 
corner and perform a 180 degree turn. Keep the travers 
to the next corner, and do a 270 degree turn out of the 
corner and then finish with a half pass to the board 
and/or a flying change. This exercise was 
AMAZING…especially with a particular horse I have who 
has great talent for “sitting” but didn’t understand that 
he needed to turn as well. With this exercise he finally 
had a “lightbulb moment” in which he understood 
exactly what I was asking for without letting his 
haunches fall out in the turn. 
 
There were so many nuggets and “ah-ha” moments 
with Anne, and it wouldn’t have been possible without 
the GDCTA Grant. I didn’t get to go to Anne’s place for 
training, as we had planned…but I was able to, instead, 
have her in Alabama and see her teach my students as 
well as ride TWO horses with her instead of just my 
own. In addition, I was able to go to Shannondale and 
ride with her again right after our clinic and maximize 
the time with her. So, even though my best plans were 
“thwarted” because of Darya’s eye problems, I got an 
even better chance with her. 
 



One of the best things about having Anne in town was 
that I got a lot of time to chat with her while driving to 
and from the stable and also at dinner. She is so-down-
to-earth and approachable, and it was great to hear 
about her experiences riding, training, and judging. I 
especially enjoyed talking to her about her recent time 
as Head of the Ground Jury at WEG. 
 
To have someone of her caliber and with her experience 
to work with was an amazing opportunity. I am so 
grateful to GDCTA for helping make this possible for me. 
In spite of overwhelming odds with eye problems galore 
and financial costs to go with it, I was able to spend 6 
days with Anne, ride my horse for 6 days, ride a 
student’s horse for 3 days, and watch her teach the rest 
of my students for 3 days. On top of that, I got to see 
how she taught the other participants in the GDCTA 
clinic for 3 days. 
 
Through this experience, I learned lots of things, but I 
can narrow it down to a few key things. 

1. ALWAYS take eye issues with your horse 
seriously, and don’t take their vision for 
granted. It can go in an instant. 

2. When training, don’t forget your transitions! 
They are both judged in tests and are also great 
training tools in order to improve the horse’s 
overall movement. 

3. Leg yielding can be great suppling exercises and 
can help to straighten horses. 

4. The canter pirouette exercise will be one I will 
keep in my back pocket going forward. I had a 
lot of exercises to work on pirouettes, but this 
one especially helps focus on the turn and 
position of the haunches. 

5. When things don’t go as planned with your 
training schedule, it doesn’t mean we can’t still 
train. We just have to be flexible. 

6. Horses with vision only in one eye can still have 
a very successful dressage career, and there are 
a lot more horses out there with this problem 
who have overcome adversity and succeeded. 
So don’t lose hope…even when things seem 
hopeless. 
 
 


