From June 12 to 14 I took part in the BUCS Equestrian National Championships at Hartpury College in Gloucestershire. As this is my last year as a student (after my Master’s I’m heading into the real world!) it was also my last opportunity to compete at the National Championships and achieve a respectable placing and complete my student equestrian career with pride.

Like my previous student equestrian competitions the format consists of dressage and show jumping, but at the Championships there are four separate rounds for each discipline. Prizes are given for the highest placed individuals in each discipline as well as those with the highest combined score overall.

The First Round of dressage began early on Wednesday morning with some anxiety as my team (made up of two individual riders and myself) had drawn at random to ride our dressage test before the other riders – something that can put you at quite a disadvantage. The first round is quite bizarre with three riders in the 40mx20m arena at the same time. This means that as well as having to think about the movements you’re meant to be carrying out; you also have to be aware that you might be bumping into the other two riders! I felt I hadn’t done a great job with my First Round, but as always it’s down to how the other riders perform on the same horse.  

By lunchtime I had found out that I was through to the Second Round by a margin of 8 points. I was pretty pleased - getting past First Round always seems to be the hardest bit because there are more things that you have less control of, such as the other riders in the arena. Fortunately, the Second Round test is more normal with just one rider in the arena at once. However, in this round I had been drawn against two riders who, like me, were in the Great Britain University squad and were tough competition. I was happy with the test I had ridden and it was definitely better than one rider’s test, but the other rider had also done a good job and our two tests were difficult to separate. Just to add to the tension we had to wait until the social event in the evening to find out the result.

The result was announced at around 10pm in a nightclub by comedian Patrick Monahan, who was the evening’s entertainment.  It was a strange time and situation to find out that I then had to learn another dressage test for 9am the next morning, but learning these tests with limited time is what I’m used to.

After riding my Third Round test on Thursday morning there was, again, nothing to separate myself and one of the other riders. I soon found out that it was incredibly close with just 2 points between myself and one other rider.  Unfortunately, it was that rider who would progress to the Fourth and Final Round but this gave me a finishing position of 3rd in the dressage so I put the loss out of my mind and concentrated on thinking about the show jumping on the following day.

The final day featured the four show jumping rounds, which are usually run in quick succession because there’s no need for time to learn anything like the dressage test. I drew a pretty good horse for the First Round (this is quite unusual), which for me is worse as it’s harder to show an improvement on a horse that can already show jump to a decent level. This round is judged primarily on style so riding neat and tidy is slightly more important than jumping everything without knocking down the poles. A decent clear round (no poles knocked down) meant I was through to the Second Round with a margin of eight points.  

In the Second Round I was again drawn against two Great Britain squad riders so I had no room for error. The rules are slightly different so a clear round from myself and another rider meant scores went down to style.  Victory was handed to me on a close margin of three points. The Third Round was now all about time with the fastest riders with the lowest number of poles down advancing to the Final Round. Again I rode a clear round and pushed for a quick time but sadly I was beaten by just 1.5 seconds, leaving me in 4th place overall in the show jumping.

My 3rd in the dressage and 4th in the show jumping meant I had the highest combined score and gave me First Place overall, making me the 2013 BUCS Equestrian National Champion. I was unbelievably happy to have done as well as I possibly could on my final attempt and all the practice I had put in over the years certainly felt worthwhile. It’s also been great to represent King’s in this year’s student equestrian competitions because they have provided me with financial support that I wouldn’t have expected for a periphery sport such as horse riding. Sadly my time as a student will be coming to an end, however, I still have one more chance to gain a place on the British team for next year’s World University Equestrian Championships so the next 12 months will be aimed towards achieving that.      

