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What is the difference between a Horse Trial and Three Day Event?

In a Horse Trial, a competitor rides the same horse in three distinct tests: Dressage, Show Jumping and Cross Country.  It usually takes places over one or two days.  Horse Trials are considered national level events (although there may be international competitors) and are governed by national rules set by the USEA and USEF (or the host nation’s governing body).  Depending on a variety of factors, it is not unusual to see the same horse compete at a Horse Trial every two weeks for several months.  
Three Day Events also challenge a competitor to ride the same horse in three distinct tests; however, the Cross Country test is expanded to an Endurance test of four phases:  

Phase A (Roads & Tracks) –  16-20 minutes at 220 meters per minute (mpm) (fast trot/slow canter); no jumps
Phase B (Steeplechase) – 3-4 minutes at 640-690 mpm (near full gallop); 5-10 brush/steeplechase jumps not to exceed 3’3 (fixed) or 4’7” (brush)
Phase C (Roads & Tracks) – 25-45 minutes at 160 mpm (trot); no jumps
Phase D (Cross Country) –  7-13 minutes with 30-45 jumping efforts
Three Day Events are run over three or four concurrent days (depending on the number of entries, dressage may run over two days).  They also include two horse inspections (one before dressage and one before the final phase – show jumping).  Horses must also pass a vet inspection during the “10 minute box” which is a 10 minute break between Phase C and Phase D of the Endurance test.   
Three Day Events can be national (CCN - only open to one nationality of competitor) or international (CCI); however, they are all governed by the rules of the FEI.  Recently, the Three Day Event has been modified, especially at the Three & Four Star levels, so that only Phase D is run (you may hear this called the “short format” or “without steeplechase).  In order to accommodate the demand for the “long format” by lower level eventers, the Training Level Three Day Event (or ½*) has emerged in the U.S.  Unlike Horse Trials, a single horse rarely completes more than one or two long format Three Day Events in a year, and they generally get several weeks or months off to fully recover before going back to training. 

Where do the big events fall into the various levels?

The average USEA horse trial hosts Beginner Novice through Preliminary levels.  The number of competitors at Intermediate and Advanced are much less, therefore there is a smaller demand.  Due to recent changes in the Olympic format of eventing, most (if not all) Three and Four Star events in America (and worldwide) are now held in the short format, without steeplechase.  However, the One and Two Star events have mostly retained the long format.  And the Training Level (1/2*) event was created specifically to preserve the long format at a slightly lower/easier level of competition to allow more riders the opportunity to experience the full challenge of eventing.  It also strives to be an educational experience and generally includes seminars and educational opportunities with top riders, vets, course designers, and etc.  An interesting note about the Olympics is that it is actually not the pinnacle of eventing competition – the Olympics are held at the Three Star level to facilitate wider participation in the games and increase the ability of riders to complete the course.  This is sometimes why you hear about young or relatively inexperienced horses competing at the Olympics – there are still much tougher courses that these horses may tackle as their training and experience expands.

Here are some examples of various well-known events and their levels –

Half Star - 

Waredaca (Maryland)

One Star - 

Morven Park (Virginia)




U.S. Junior/Young Rider Championships

Two Star - 

(formerly) Radnor Hunt




North American Young Rider Championships




Fair Hill (Maryland)

Three Star - 
The Olympic Games



Fair Hill (Maryland)

Four Star -

Rolex Kentucky




Badminton (England)




Burghley (England)

What makes the various Horse Trial levels so different?
Eventing levels are not just about jump height and speed; the complexity or difficulty of the questions posed to the horse/rider combinations, especially on cross country, greatly defines the levels.  Below is text from the 2008 USEA rule book which describes the Horse Trial levels:
1. Beginner Novice—The Beginner Novice level is designed to introduce green horses and riders to

Horse Trials, combining dressage, cross-country and Beginner jumping tests. It is designed for competitors and horses that have already had experience schooling competitions in all three disciplines. The entire experience should be safe, inviting and educational to build confidence and a desire to progress. Competitors should be prepared to do a walk, trot and canter dressage test with 20-meter figures and a halt. The cross country should include a variety of introductory obstacles, including a bank-up, a shallow natural ditch, an inviting water crossing and a brush. Obstacles must have a minimum of two strides (10 meters or 33 feet) between two numbered obstacles. Such combinations of straight forward efforts are the only obstacles composed of several elements that are permitted. The jumping course should be inviting and straightforward and may include one double of two strides (10 meters or 33 feet).
2. Novice—The Novice Level is a continuing introduction to Horse Trials. It is designed for competitors

and horses with some experience at lower levels or for experienced riders and horses new to the sport.

The dressage will not differ greatly from Beginner Novice. The cross-country will invite bold, forward movement involving galloping in balance and jumping out of stride. The obstacles will be more substantial and may include a drop, a double, and a simple obstacle out of water. At such water obstacles, the exit shall not be revetted. The jumping course shall include a double and a variety of straight and spread fences, which may include a triple bar.
3. Training—The Training Level is an elementary examination of competitors and horses with some experience and training. The dressage test may ask for further development of the basic gaits, including lengthening at the trot and canter, as well as 10-meter trot and 15-meter canter figures. The cross-country should include obstacles formed of two, or possibly three, elements involving the previously introduced banks, drops and ditches. Jumps into and out of water and narrow fences should be introduced. While these questions are becoming more sophisticated, they must remain positive and inviting in nature. The jumping course shall include two doubles or a triple, a variety of turns, and sequences of various types of obstacles.
4. Preliminary—The Preliminary Level is a moderate examination of competitors and horses in a regular training program preparing for One Star Events. The dressage test may include medium paces at the trot and canter, as well as the introduction of leg yielding, shoulder in, rein back, and changes of lead through the trot. The cross-country should include tests of accuracy, agility, boldness, control, judgment and jumping ability. Obstacles may now include angled lines, corners, simple bounces, slopes, and combinations involving water or narrow fences. The jumping course shall include two doubles, or a double and a triple, and may incorporate alternative obstacles. It will emphasize quickness of recovery, and may require lengthening or shortening stride.
5. Intermediate—The Intermediate Level is an examination of increasing technical difficulty, preparing competitors and horses for Two Star Events. The dressage test may include canter to halt and walk to canter transitions, as well as turns on the haunches, simple changes, and counter canter. The cross-country 
should now combine in more elaborate settings the tests introduced at the Preliminary Level, such as combinations with more than one question to be solved. Obstacles to be expected include banks, ditches, or water with narrow elements, a bounce combined with other elements, or corners in a combination. The jumping course will include more related distances, and emphasis will be placed on lines of obstacles. 

6. Advanced—The Advanced Level is the highest national level of Horse Trials. It offers tests of significant difficulty designed to prepare competitors and horses for either Three or Four Star Events. The dressage test may include extensions in all three paces, half pass at the trot and canter, and single flying changes. The cross-country should be clearly a test of boldness and scope as it now combines size with technical difficulty. Combinations with multiple questions are to be expected, such as bounces into water, coffins with short distances or significant slopes, and bending lines or related distances between narrow questions. The jumping course will similarly relate virtually all obstacles, distances and turns. As Horse Trials at the Preliminary, Intermediate and Advanced Levels are designed to prepare competitors and horses for Events, it is reasonable to assume that dressage tests, courses and obstacles, earlier in a season will be more straightforward than those used later in a season, closer to the goal Event. As Horse Trials at the Novice and Training Levels are not tied to such goals, it is reasonable to assume that they will offer variety without increasing in difficulty as a season progresses.
How much dressage does an event horse have to do?
The below chart provides a summary of some of the dressage movements required at the various levels of eventing (2006 USEA tests):

	Easiest


Hardest
	HORSE TRIALS
	THREE-DAY EVENTS
	Dressage Test Hi-lights

	
	Beginner Novice
	
	Working walk, trot & canter.  20 meter circles in trot & canter.

	
	Novice
	
	Working walk, trot & canter.  20 meter serpentines & figure-of-eights at trot. 20 meter circles in canter.

	
	Training
	
	Working walk, trot & canter.  15 meter trot circles and figure-of-eights.  Trot and canter lengthenings.  20 meter stretching trot circle.  20 meter canter circles.  

	
	
	½ Star

(1/2*)
	Determined by event organizer.

	
	Preliminary
	
	10 meter working trot & canter circles.  20 meter medium canter circles.  Counter-canter.  Trot lengthening.  Shoulder-in at trot.  Reinback.  

	
	
	One Star (1*)
	Same as above.  Medium trot.  

	
	Intermediate
	
	10 meter circles in collected trot & canter.  Shoulder-in & Haunches-in at trot.  Medium trot & canter.  Extended walk.  Reinback.  Lead changes (simple).  Counter-canter.  Turn-on-the-haunches.  Collected canter serpentine (with counter-canter). 10 meter half circle serpentines in collected trot. 

	
	
	Two Star (2*)
	Same as above.

	
	Advanced
	
	Collected trot & canter.  Shoulder-in at trot.  Half-pass in trot & canter.  Reinback.  Extended walk, trot & canter.  Flying lead changes.  Counter-canter.  10 meter half circle serpentines in collected trot.

	
	
	Three Star 

(3*)
	Roughly same as above.

	
	
	Four Star (4*)
	Roughly same as above.


Created by Cherie Chauvin

Golightly Sport Horses

www.golightlysporthorses.com

cheriechauvin@hotmail.com
703-801-7982
