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Yes, Jan Brink saw the demonstration horses' 
!awsÐon the forehand, behind the vertical, not 
quite straight, whateverÐeven if he didn't com-
ment on each and every one.

"e three-time Swedish Olympian and 20-year student 
of Finnish dressage legend Kyra Kyrklund misses little or 
nothing. But as a veteran trainer and instructor, he under-
stands that, especially when working with young horses or 
less-experienced riders, there's such a thing as too much 
information.

ªPick one thing to work on in a session,º Brink explained 
to the audience of 300 at the 2009 Adequan/USDF National 
Symposium in Austin, TX. ªWe can't #x everything in one 
hour.º

Brink has clearly absorbed his mentor's keep-it-simple 
approach. For those USDF symposium-goers who were lucky 
enough to catch Kyrklund's star turn in 2008, Brink's pre-
sentation made for a complementary follow-up. A lineup of 
demo riders and horses at ages and stages to which audience 
members could relate made for especially relevant and useful 
information for the largely adult-amateur spectators.

A Self-Made Rider

Brink, 49, did not grow up on a farm or with horse-loving 
parents. An accomplished junior hockey player, he began 
riding as a teen in large part because that's where the girls 
were. He discovered a talent with horses, and his interest in 
horsemanship grew. 

Jan Brink Keeps It Real
The down-to-earth Swedish Olympian conducted 

a rider- and horse-friendly USDF symposium

BY JENNIFER O. BRYANT

PHOTOGRAPHS BY BRUCE LAWRIE

HAPPY ENDING: Demon-
stration rider Vicky Busch 
thanks Jan Brink for his help 
with her mount, Rasputin
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At sixteen, Brink gave up hockey and spent the next 
three years at Flyinge, the Swedish national stud, where 
he met Kyra Kyrklund. Although she remains his primary 
trainer, he would go on to work with others, including a 
stint at Warendorf, Germany, under the legendary Georg 
!eodorescu. (One of the reasons Brink admires Kyrklund, 
he told the audience at his Saturday-night symposium lec-
ture, is that ªshe is con"dent enough to let her students try 
others.º)

Brink entered the horse business full-time when he was 
just nineteen. He and a business partner purchased a run-
down cattle farm on 50 acres in H#ssleholm, Sweden. !ey 
renamed the place Tullstorp Dressage Stable and focused on 
training, prepping and standing stallions, and sales. Today, 
thanks in part to improvements fueled by some handsome 
horse-sales pro"ts, Tullstorp is one of Europe's best-known 
dressage and breeding facilities. Brink, who bought out his 
partner after seven years and who now owns the farm out-
right, stands nine sport-horse stallions and trains from the 
showplace facility.

Best known of Tullstorp's stallions is Brink's three-time 
Olympic partner, the Swedish Warmblood stallion Briar 
899 (Magini ± Charis), who retired last year after a remark-
ably long career.

ªHe was the "rst horse to have a ten-year international 
Grand Prix career,º Brink said proudly.

!at longevity is no accident. To be successful, Brink ex-
plained, a horse must be able to perform at a competitive 

USDF thanks the demonstration riders and 
horse owners whose efforts and generos-
ity helped make the 2009 Adequan/USDF 

National Symposium a success:
Vicky Busch , Folsom, LA; and Rasputin, owned by 

Ronda Ritchie
Claire Darnell , Georgetown, TX; and Carnegie, 

owned by Joan Darnell
Amy Ganci , Heath, TX; and her Bon Wilbo
Lauren Hadley , Ponca City, OK; and Ares, owned 

by Terri and Lynn Hadley
Debbie Hill , Gurley, AL; and River Side Lady, 

owned by Robbie Rice
Deirdre R. Malburg , Belton, TX; and Sabio GF, 

owned by Paul and Jane Meyer and by Ronnie and 
Carol Marroquin

Susan Shiba, Houston, TX; and Fer-de-Lance, 

owned by Judy Albrecht
Eva Oldenbroek Tabor , Spring Branch, TX; and 

her Uberlinus.
Additional thanks to title sponsor Adequan, to 

The Horse of Course for the rider-gift donations, and 
to the Region 9 volunteers who worked tirelessly be-
hind the scenes.

ENDURING PARTNERSHIP: Brink and the Swedish stallion Briar 899

The Demonstration 
Riders and Horses

GRATITUDE: Jan Brink (second from right) is presented with 
thank-you gifts by USDF executive director Stephan Hienzsch, 
USDF symposium organizer Kathie Robertson, Region 9 volunteers 
and Central Texas Dressage Society o!cers Jan Colley and Jennifer 
Jarvis, and Region 9 director Bess Reineman
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level without undue stress. He chose Briar's shows carefully 
and made sure to give the stallion down time and to vary his 
routine with hacks and gallops.

Brink frowns on training methods that tax horses' bodies 
and minds. ª!e end does not justify the means,º he said. 

Brink's Basics

Like Kyrklund, Brink trains using simple sets of principles. 
!e "rst is Kyrklund's own concept of ªzonesº: Horse and 
rider each have their own ªcomfort zone,º ªstretch zone,º 
and ªpanic zoneº when it comes to performing and learning. 
!e comfort zone is the safety zone, in which the individual 
is relaxed and con"dent. Learning takes place in the stretch 
zone, which is challenging but still manageable. In the panic 
zone, learning stops and is replaced by fear and self-protec-
tion measures. Dressage training occasionally #irts with the 
edge of the panic zone, but the instructor or rider must back 
away if panic begins to set in. Even when working in the 
stretch zone, return frequently to the comfort zone to give 
the pupil's body and mind a break, Brink said.

When he rides, Brink thinks of horses as having three 
ªcontrol pointsº:
1. Track
2. Tempo
3. Length of strides.

!e track is the horse's line of travel. !e rider must con-
trol all parts of the horse's body on the line of travel, wheth-
er it's in a straight line or some combination of forward and 
sideways, as in half-pass or other lateral work.

Here's a deceptively simple exercise that Brink used to 
help several demo riders to gain control of their horses' 
strides: From a designated point on the rail (say, B), ride 
a 20-meter circle, asking the horse to take slightly longer 
steps. When you return to B, ride another circle, this time 
"fteen meters, asking for slightly shorter steps. Alternate 
between the two circle diameters and between the longer 
and shorter steps. !is ex-
ercise can be ridden in both 
trot and canter. 

Brink actually used the 
word rhythm instead of 
tempo when referring to 
the horse's speed (rate of 
repetition of the footfalls). 
During the symposium, he 
clari"ed his terminology for 
his American audience (Eu-
ropeans, the FEI included, 
tend to use ªrhythmº to en-
compass the concepts of 
both rhythm and tempo). 
What he meant was this: It 
is important that the rider be 
able to make the horse take 
faster or slower steps within 
the gait. !e rhythm of the 
gait (the sequence and tim-
ing of the footfalls) should 
not change when the tempo 
is varied.

FORWARD TO STRAIGHTEN: Demo rider Deirdre Malburg aboard 
the six-year-old PRE stallion Sabio GF in a balanced canter

TROT VARIATIONS: Brink had Claire Darnell improve the trot of her 
mount, Carnegie, by alternating between shorter and longer steps

CIRCLE EXERCISE: 20- and 
15-meter circles
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Finally, the rider must be able to lengthen and shorten 
the horse's strides at will. 

Mastery of these three control points makes the horse 
completely adjustable, Brink explained.

Brink used young rider Lauren Hadley and the Swedish 
Warmblood gelding Ares to demonstrate what he called the 
three most basic signals that the rider gives the horse:

Forward driving aidst 
Restraining aidst 
Turning aids.t 

Brink uses mostly his lower leg to increase the horse's 
speed. !e basic restraining aid is the rein. !e turning aids 
are a combination of the rider's weight, the lower leg, and 
the rein.

Assessing the Horse

If Brink's methodology sounds simple so far, then consider 
the title of his symposium: ªCommunication: A Two-Way 
System of Understanding.º !e Olympian stressed that 
dressage is of no bene"t to horse or rider unless both par-
ties understand what is being asked for and how to achieve 
it. What's more, a lack of understanding erodes the quality 
of the performance because uncertainty, anxiety, or fear be-
gets tension, lack of harmony, or worse. !is is why Brink 
chose not to overburden horses and riders with complex and 
wordy instruction or to overtax horses' bodies and minds. 

Here's how Brink breaks down the training process. 
First, he said, he thinks of dressage training as being divided 
into two parts:
1. !e horse's gaits and outline (position of the neck; his 
overall ªframeº)
2. Learning the exercises and movements.

When you ride, think about which of the two parts you 
are focusing on at any given moment. Keep in mind that 
(as taught in the USDF ªLº program) the purity of the three 
basic gaits are the foundation on which all dressage train-
ing is based. A good trainer never compromises the gaits in 
training the movements or exercises.

Brink's super-simple method of self-analysis will help to 
keep you on the correct path as you train: 

ªIf you have a problem, ask yourself:
ªIs the speed too high or too low?t 
ªIs the horse's neck too high or too low?t 
ªIs the horse too free or too restricted in the neck?t 

ªNormally, you'll "nd the answer to the problem,º he 
said.

Gymnastic Exercises

!e in#uence of Kyrklund, who is famous for her ªtoolboxº 
of exercises, was in evidence as Brink gave each demonstra-
tion rider a prescription for improving her horse. A sam-
pling:

Exercise 1: Introducing counter-canter.  Beginning in 
true-lead canter, ride a shallow (three to four meters) one-

CONTROL CHALLENGE: Lauren Hadley works to keep Ares' balance 
and to in•uence the length of his strides in Brink's circle exercise 

NECK RELAXATION:  While clearly talented and adjustable, Susan 
Shiba's mount Fer-de-Lance can become tense and high in his neck. 
Brink showed how training with the neck made a bit lower and deeper 
(which is not, he emphasized, hyper•exion or ªrollkurº) can facilitate 
relaxation and swinging over the back.
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loop serpentine along the long side of the arena, maintain-
ing the lead. Gradually increase the size of the loop. 

ªIf he gets a little too high in the neck or too empty [lack-
ing contact] in the inside rein,º Brink instructed Deirdre 
Malburg, ªride a little more with your under leg [lower leg] 
to push him forward onto the bit.º

Exercise 2: Lateral and bending challenge. !is ex-
ercise tests the horse's suppleness, evenness of bend, and 
acceptance of the outside rein. In collected trot, turn down 
the center line (say, at C). At G, ride a ten-meter circle left. 
When you return to the center line, proceed straight ahead 
in shoulder-in. At X, ride a second ten-meter circle left. !is 
time, proceed in travers (haunches-in) when you return to 
the center line. Repeat on the opposite rein.

Exercise 3: Simple changes. To improve changes of 
lead through the walk, ride collected canter down the cen-
ter line. Make a balanced transition to walk and immediate-
ly ride a few steps of leg-yield toward the leading leg (from 
right-lead canter, you'd leg-yield to the right, away from 
your left leg). Make a transition to the opposite-lead canter 
directly out of the leg-yield, and proceed straight ahead for 
a few strides. Walk and repeat the leg-yielding and the can-
ter depart on the opposite rein.

SHARPENING THE SCHOOLMASTER: Brink rides Amy Ganci's FEI-
level horse, Bon Wilbo, to improve the gelding's half-passes

EXERCISE 1: Shallow loop. Dashed lines 
show gradual increase in di!culty.

EXERCISE 2: Circles to shoulder-in 
and travers

EXERCISE 3: Improving simple changes
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Exercise 4: More 
counter-canter. Begin a 
three-loop serpentine in 
true-lead canter. As you 
cross the center line, ride 
a ten-meter circle in true-
lead canter. When you re-
turn to the center line, pro-
ceed through the second 
loop of the serpentine in 
counter-canter. At the next 
center line, ride another 
ten-meter circle in true-
lead canter and then make 
the !nal serpentine loop. 
Repeat the exercise in the 
opposite direction.

Exercise 5: Introduc-
ing tempi changes. With 
a horse that has mastered 
single "ying changes, can-
ter across the diagonal 
(ªStare at the letter, and 
imagine you're riding in 
a tunnel,º Brink advised 

demo rider Eva Olden-
broek Tabor on Uberli-
nus). Early on the diagonal 
line, ride one "ying change. 
When the horse does this 
successfully, add a second 
"ying change later on the 
diagonal line. Don't count 
the change sequence; just 
ride the two changes as 
separate events. ªBuild on 
this,º Brink said.

If the horse anticipates 
a "ying change at the end 
of the diagonal line, qui-
etly make a transition to 
walk. Repeat until the 
horse learns to wait for 
your aids.

Exercise 6: Introduc-
ing canter pirouettes. 
Start by training short 
steps in collected canter 
on a straight line. ª#e 
horse cannot start to pir-

EXERCISE 4: Canter serpentine 
with 10-meter circles

ªLIKE A TUNNELº:  !at's how one must ride the diagonal before a "y-
ing change, Brink told demo rider Debbie Hill on River Side Lady

EXERCISE 6: Canter ªboxº with 
quarter-pirouettes in each corner

INSIDE THE BOX: Susan Shiba rides Brink's box exercise to improve 
Fer-de-Lance's quarter-pirouettes and collected canter
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ouette on his own,º Brink told demo rider Susan Shiba on 
Fer-de-Lance.

When the horse remains straight in the shortened steps, 
ride Brink's box exercise: Canter straight ahead on a quarter 
line; then ride a box with a quarter-pirouette in each corner, 
each time turning toward the middle of the arena.

Tips and Insights

Every good clinic or symposium is sprinkled with nuggets 
of wisdom or little ªlightbulb momentsºÐif you're paying 
close enough attention to catch them. Jan Brink's USDF 
symposium was no exception. Here, in no particular order, 
are some of his gems.

When evaluating a horse's gaits, Brink's ideal walk is t 
an 8. ªBigger is dangerous,º he said, because it becomes 
more di!cult to show variety within the gait.
Teach the horse to relax in the walk by giving him many t 

short walk breaks during the training session. Doing so 
mimics the tests, in which the horse is expected to walk 
and relax for a short period, then resume the work. ªRe-
lease; pick up the reins; and go on.º
ªDon't try for more than your horse can do. If the walk t 
won't get an 8, then ride for a 7, not for an 8 or a 9 be-
cause doing so will make him tense.º
Accept the realities (and fallibilities) of dressage judg-t 
ing. ªAfter a while, the judges get to know your horse. 
"ey know his extended trot is a 7, and they won't give 
it an 8. "at's the way it is.º
Horses have ªstrong sidesº (sti# sides) and ªempty sidesº t 
(hollow sides). "e rein contact on the strong side tends 
to be heavy, while the contact on the empty side will feel 
softer. ªWhich is the problem?º Brink quizzed the audi-
ence. ªNot the strong side; the empty side. "e horse 
must accept the hand. It doesn't take the connection on 
the soft side.º
"e show warm-up ring is not the place for training. t 
ªMy competition warm-up is like a pilot's checklist: Is 
everything working? Fine; next item. Move on.º
Brink believes that the extravagant movement of some of t 
today's top international horses may come with a price. 
ªHorses like [Dutch competitor Edward Gal's mount, 
Moorlands] Totilas can't go like that for eight years in 
the Grand Prix. "e horses are fantastic, but they can't 
move that extreme without breaking down.º
To get to the top in international dressage competi-t 
tion, ªYou have to be a little bit crazyÐjust like the top 
horses.º
Brink keeps a training journal. ªI write down everything t 
after a really good ride so that I can remember what I 
did and how I was feeling.º
In a training session, ªNormally, trot work comes more t 
naturally if you do canter work in the beginning, so I 
generally do canter work $rst.º
Be positive with students, and commend modest im-t 
provements. Referring to a demo rider: ªGood is not 
perfect. Good is good for her today. In the future, we 
can make it better.º
ªYou have to keep the contact through your elbow.ºt 
Riding low and ªdeepº is not necessarily ªrollkurº or hy-t 
per%exion. ªAnky van Grunsven chooses hot horses that 
like to go up [to become high and tense in their necks 
and toplines]. She has a system that works for her. When 
she gives a clinic, she does not teach rollkur.º
It is di!cult to correct the horse with a huge walk and t 
a lateral (pacing) tendency. Brink's best advice is to 
ªshorten the steps and train at home with a slight cross-

MARCHING WALK: Eva Oldenbroek Tabor's goal for Uberlinus's col-
lected walk should be upright, even steps ªlike a soldier,º with the neck 
fairly up and still, Brink said



USDF CONNECTION  t   February 2010     55

ing of the hind legsÐleg-yieldingÐbecause a horse can-
not pace if he is crossing.º
In the canter, ªIt is better to take one big half-halt and t 
release for !ve or six strides than to take back a little bit 
at every stride.º

Above All, Horsemanship

In an exclusive interview conducted during the symposium, 
Brink praised the horsemanship and concern for equine 
welfare he's seen in his trips to this country. ªYou are good 
horse people,º he said. ªBut there is a !ne line if you want 
to improve. You cannot always sit in the comfort zone and 

not ask for anything from the horse, because you won't get 
anything. You have to stretch up a little bit. Some people 
are almost afraid to put the horse on the bit. But you have 
a good program here with the USDF, clinicsºÐmade all the 
more remarkable by our nation's huge size, he noted.

Brink believes that sport leaders must ensure the welfare 
of dressage horses in competition. ªI want the sport to be 
fair to the horses, and also to look fair to the horses, because 
otherwise we are not going to have any audience looking at 
it. If I feel I have to go over the limit all the time with my 
horses in order to perform good in the ring, I'm not fair to 
the horse, and I don't want to do the sport any more.ºS
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