About two years ago, Lesley Smit was diagnosed with Multiple Sclerosis.  To most people that would have been an utterly devastating diagnosis, especially if you were an active person who was about to start competing your promising dressage horse in Large Tour FEI dressage.  However, Lesley was certainly not going to accept that this could mean the end of her Dressage aspirations, she decided to make this situation work for her – she decided to become a classified Para Equestrian rider.
Lesley embarked on the process of classification and was classified as a Grade IV rider.  At this time, Para Dressage is the one Equestrian discipline which is a Paralympic sport and it is now a discipline of the World Equestrian Games.

Lesley’s first National Competition was in 2010 at the National Para Equestrian Championships in Toowoomba, Queensland.  At this event she rode a borrowed horse and was awarded Reserve Champion Grade IV rider. An impressive result for a first time Para Equestrian riding a borrowed horse she had only ridden the day before the event started!
In 2011 she was selected onto the National A Squad which meant that she would be eligible for National Clinics and her performances would be monitored for possible selection for the Para Equestrian team for the London Paralympics.  
To be in contention for the Paralympics, riders were required to compete in at least three of the Four Nomination events.  These were all held in the Eastern States between September 2011 and May 2012, which meant a tremendous commitment both in time and money as they were in held in three Eastern States - Tamworth, NSW, September 2012, CPEDI3* in Werribee, Vic, December 2011, Werribee again in April 2012 and the final Nomination event in Sydney, NSW in May.  Riders were required to achieve an average of 65% in their Team and Individual Championship tests over these four events and reach target scores of, in Lesley’s case, 69.88%.  Unfortunately, Willowtree Serendipity met with an accident which prevented her from competing at Werribee in April but she performed well at Sydney in May, taking out Reserve Champion yet again, to Hannah Dodd and Waikiwi who have performed brilliantly over all the Nomination events and thoroughly deserve their spot on the Australian Team.
Lesley’s commitment and great results were rewarded with a phone call from the Equestrian Australia National office telling her that she had been nominated as the Reserve for the Australian 2012 London Paralympic Team.  Lesley and her mare really deserve the nomination, they have performed consistently well over the eight months that they have been travelling backwards and forwards across the Nullarbor to compete at the Nomination Events.  They have one more trip to make, to take part in the Pre Games Training Camp.
The Western Australian equestrian community have given Lesley tremendous support throughout her campaign.  It is some reward to them, as well as to Lesley, that she has been recognized in this way.
Learning Journey to a Dream

What have I learnt in the last 24 months as a person, an athlete and a rider; I think I can sum it up in the phrase I had to write for our Paralympics’ banner.  “You make it happen!”  However, to make it happen you need desire, motivation, tolerance, reliance, a support team and most of all flexibility of mind.

When I was invited onto the Paralympics “A” squad at the start of 2011 and was fortunate enough to go to the AIS in Canberra, and we spent a lot of time looking at what makes an elite athlete.  I don’t think I had ever really thought of myself as an athlete’ I always thought of my horse as the athlete and myself as a sports person.  The idea that I was an athlete meant a complete change in the way I looked at the processes and strategies that I used to prepare myself and my horse for the goals that I wished to achieve.

On return from the AIS, I took the time to look at all the factors that I needed to understand to improve my own performance.  This meant looking at “Me” for it was only me who could make the changes happen and implement the processes that would assist with those changes. I needed to:

· Know my goals- short (here and now), medium (competitions in the next 3, 6 and 12 months) end goal (games team);

· Understand my physical ability in order to make the necessary changes to improve performance;

· Understand my mental condition- What makes me tick, what allows me to be in a good space, who I need to support me;
· Know what strategies to implement that would assist with my discipline, motivation and desire? A good diary, checklists, motivation charts in my fitness area, a good phone and funny quotes;

· Develop time management skills 
The first of these changes was my own physical fitness a challenging thought when you have MS and fatigue is an issue. I was already working with my physiotherapist for my MS but with the physical conditioning assessment from the Sports Science physiotherapist Vic, we worked together to tailor my program to assist with core strength and conditioning particularly the aerobic  as well as flexibility that I needed to ride under competition conditions. I have learnt many inventive ways of doing my different programs, with limited equipment in odd places and making use of any spare time you have.  I now always travel with my theroband and fitness ball and at home I make use of a bike, pool, fitness DVD, the Wii and a motivational chart which lets me know if I have missed a training session.  When we get busy it is easy to do.  You must make time for you. 
A part of the physical fitness I looked at the factors which affected my physical & mental strength at competitions.  I looked at methods of keeping cool using ice vests, maintaining hydration, nutrition requirements including recovery food, developing positive mental and physical routines prior to riding and prior to the competition.  You need to look at yourself and make the changes necessary.

Remember if the core strength goes so does your position, if you are tired or dehydrated you can’t concentrate on the horse or your performance.

The second change I made was getting a support team for me.  We can get away with doing it all ourselves at home but when you are away there are so many more stresses place on you. These big events can be very lonely emotionally and very draining physically.  You don’t realize how much you take for granted your knowledge of who to see with an enquiry, the format of the event, the rules for riding at the venue and being included in the grapevine when changes are made, eyes on the ground that you trust when warming up. At home there is always someone around with whom you can share the joy or disappointment with, ask if you left something behind.  There is more time needed to care for your horse’s well being and logistical items to deal with e.g. Ordering feed, bedding, travel arrangements.

You need people around you who will support you, who you trust with your horse and most of all have a good sense of humor.  You are the person who chooses your team; they are there for you they just need to be asked. I think my recent trip to Sydney was testament to this, when all that was outside my control could go wrong went wrong, we worked together like a well oiled machine and it ended up being the most enjoyable of my four trips away.  Thank you to my team.

The third change was learning to use my mobile phone and the calendar (showing my age now). Managing my time between, riding, training, working, family, fundraising and the logistical arrangements undertaken to travel a horse east at times is very hectic. It is the little items that catch you out- the three hour time difference for entries and enquires, different websites, when is the horse’s next shoeing and will the shoes cover the time the horse is away.  Is your FEI registration for the horse and you current?  Have you double booked your time and appointments?

I learnt very quickly to make a daily to do list, ensure all my appointments were in my phone and to be very flexible.  You make the arrangements, you make it happen

As riders we spend hours in the care of our horse, feeding, massages, conditioning, and training and learning but how much time do we spend on ourselves.  We are part of a team and if we are to perform at maximum performance we need to be like our horse in the best mental and physical condition.  

You are accountable for your dream and all that goes to fulfilling the dream

Owning up to yourself about your progress, your training effort, your organizational planning and your expectations of your support team is up to you.

“You make it happen” 
Lesley Smit

Reserve for Australian Paralympic Dressage Team
