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Nora Batchelder Is Making 
FEI Horses Her Own Way
Her horse-centered approach to riding earns the 
young trainer several accolades in 2013—including 
a USEF Developing Dressage Program grant. 

BY STACEY KIMMEL-SMITH

In dressage, the journey is not 
always a straight path—and for 
Nora Batchelder and Bahai, it’s 
included more than a few bending 

lines and rollbacks. Looking at this 
winning small tour combination today, 
you wouldn’t guess that just a few years 
ago they were competing at HITS Ocala 
(Fla.) in the jumpers.

Why would a dressage horse 
do jumpers? Because 29-year-old 
Batchelder is the type of trainer who 
isn’t afraid to think outside the box 

when it comes to instilling confidence 
and strength in her young horses. And 
the detour has paid off. Now Batchelder 
and the 9-year-old Bahai are showing 
successfully at Prix St. Georges and 
Intermediaire I. This year, the two 
competed at the Developing Prix St. 
Georges Championships in Wayne, Ill., 
where they finished fifth.

Batchelder’s successes caught the 
notice of the U.S. Equestrian Federation 
Developing Dressage Program selectors. 
In October, the USEF announced her 

as one of eight riders to receive a 2013 
Developing Dressage Program Training 
Grant. 

“It’s huge to get this grant, and 
I’m very thankful to the program,” 
Batchelder said.

As part of the grant, Batchelder will 
train with Debbie McDonald, who 
coached her for the USEF Young Adult 
Grand Prix “Brentina Cup” classes a few 
years ago. In addition, Batchelder will 
work with Shelly Francis, another 2013 
grant recipient. She chose Francis for 
her experience at training Grand Prix 
horses to a high level of performance. 

 “[Debbie] is great at helping people to 
get the most out of their horses and with 
the smallest aids and the quietest riding 
possible,” said Batchelder. “That’s an 
admirable goal.”

Nora Batchelder and Bahai’s 2013 season 
included a win in the GAIG/USDF Region 3 
Championship open Prix St. Georges. WNC-
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A Talent For Training
Batchelder was born into a riding 
family. Her parents, Verne Batchelder 
and Jeanie Hahn, are both FEI-level 
riders and have owned River House 
Hanoverians, which was located in 
New Hampshire during her childhood, 
for more than 25 years. (The farm relo-
cated to Williston, Fla., permanently in 
September 2012.) 

Nora started out riding ponies for fun, 
often bareback, with occasional trips to 
fair shows. Then she took up eventing. 
In middle school, she evented Mairin 
Linsley, a Morgan-Thoroughbred (Epic 
Winn—Kate Linsley), through training 
level, and EM Gleucksfee, a Hanoverian 
mare, through preliminary. Both horses 
were temperamental, and Mairin was a 
particular challenge. 

“Both were hot mares, and they 
hadn’t done much flatwork at all when 
I got them,” said Nora. “But they were 
both really good horses; they just took 
some work. Gleucksfee had done a lot 
of show jumping but hadn’t done any 
cross-country. She was a really good 
jumper. I rode her with Denny Emerson 
over fences, and he called her the ‘nose-
bleed horse’ because she would jump so 
high. 

“Mairin loved cross-country,” she 
added. “At our first training level event, 
we got 9 speed penalties for going too 
quickly.” 

After watching her parents train 
their upper-level dressage horses, and 
occasionally riding them herself, Nora 
became interested in dressage. Around 
age 13, she got her first dressage horse, 
the 5-year-old Wiede (Weltmeyer—
Wiedenkaetzchen). The pair went from 
first level to Grand Prix together, with 
Nora’s parents serving as her primary 
instructors until she later started riding 
with Pam Goodrich and Chris Hickey. 

“It’s sometimes hard to separate the 
different roles of being parent and child, 
and then being student and teacher, 
but for the most part it was really good 
riding with my parents,” said Nora. “I 
got to ride their FEI horses, and that 
was great. A lot of kids have trouble 
finding horses, but with the breeding 
program, there were always plenty of 
horses to ride.”

With Rue Facile, a Hanoverian mare 
and another horse Nora trained to 

Grand Prix, Nora represented Region 
8 at the 2003 North American Young 
Rider Championships (Quebec). 

Nora also trained the Hanoverian 
stallion Bretone (Brentano II—Santiana, 
P.B. Salut), who stands at her family’s 
farm, from third level through Grand 
Prix. Verne and Nora found the stallion 
in Germany when they were adding 
to their breeding program, and Nora 
and Bretone competed in the Brentina 
Cup division at the 2006, 2007 and 2010 
USEF Dressage Festival Of Champions 
(N.J.). 

“Our older stallion was getting in 
his late teens, and we needed a stallion 
to replace him,” said Nora. “We were 
looking for a good Hanoverian stallion 
that would work well for our mares, 
and we weren’t necessarily looking for 
a riding horse, but we got him. My dad 
started riding him, and then [Bretone] 
got sent to our farm in New Hampshire 
before my dad came back from Florida, 
and I started riding him. We just really 
clicked. My dad was nice enough to let 
me keep riding him. 

“He was the third horse I showed 
Grand Prix, but he didn’t really have 
any holes,” she added. “He was able 
to really learn the changes well, and 
he was really talented in piaffe and 
passage. He was a good horse to get a 
lot of ring mileage on, and a good horse 
to learn about training Grand Prix. He’s 
sensitive but not hot; he really wants to 
please.”

Before she was 21, Nora had achieved 

her USDF bronze, silver and gold 
medals. But while many aspiring horse 
professionals find it hard to shift their 
focus away from horses, Nora balanced 
her passion for equine endeavors with 
academic pursuits and extracurricular 
activities. The valedictorian of her high 
school class, Nora played varsity basket-
ball and ran all-state cross-country. 

After high school she attended 
Amherst College (Mass.), where she 
studied chemistry and fine arts. When 
she wasn’t in chemistry lab or in the art 
studio doing painting and printmaking, 
Nora rode Bahai and a few other horses 
that she boarded near the college. In 
2009, she graduated with a degree in 
chemistry.

Nora’s initial plan was to become a 
doctor, and she began interviewing at 
medical schools on the East Coast. The 
process brought home the realities of 
the hospital environment, and the fluo-
rescent lights and institutional setting 
didn’t compare favorably to farm life. 
She reconsidered and chose to pursue a 
career with horses. 

“I decided I couldn’t spend seven 
years away from horses,” Nora said. “I 
just love horses.”

Though it might seem that someone 
with so many natural gifts would have 
to be just a little cocky, that’s not the case 
here. 

In order to help Bahai settle into life as a rid-
ing horse, Nora Batchelder spent a few years 
showing her in the jumpers. ESI PHOTOGRAPHY 
PHOTO
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“Nora is very humble and under-
stated,” said Anne Clement, a friend 
and client. “In some ways she is more 
reticent; she does not seek out the lime-
light. Really, she seeks to excel, and that 
puts her in the limelight. I think with 
dressage she finds it easy to be in the 
limelight because it’s not about her, it’s 
about the horse.”

From Up-And-Over To  
Upper Level
Nora has trained a number of horses to 
the upper levels, and her Hanoverian 
mare Bahai (Baroncelli—SPS Rose, 
Rotspon) is one of her current Grand 
Prix candidates. 

River House Hanoverians imported 
Bahai and her dam from Germany in 
2004. As a yearling, Bahai was vetted 

In her free time, Nora Batchel-
der enjoys spending time with 

her Pembroke Welsh corgis, 
including Suma Bear. 

could take the time to develop her. 
“There are some horses that really 

are suitable for anyone. They’re quiet 
and easy—and Bahai was really not that 
kind of horse. She was a wild child! But 
the more I worked with her, the more I 
liked her. As a young horse she had a lot 
of energy and could get a little claustro-
phobic; she didn’t like the compression 
and the frame that is required for dres-
sage,” said Nora. 

While Nora was attending college 
at Amherst, Bahai was stabled nearby 
at a hunter/jumper barn. There Nora 
discovered that her mare “liked the run-
and-jump thing.” So that’s what they 
did.

In Florida, Bahai competed at HITS 
Ocala when she was 5 and 6, jumping in 
1.10-meter classes. 

“Jumping really helped her,” Nora 
said. “She got more comfortable with 
being a riding horse, and she won a few 
ribbons.”

But it wasn’t always a smooth round. 
“Now her one-tempis are a highlight, 
but when she was younger it was hard 
to get her to learn a single change,” said 
Nora. “Jumping was a great way to work 
on that, because when you’re doing 
changes on jumper rounds, they have 
bigger things to think about—like the 
next jump. They’re more focused on the 
jumps and don’t get so upset about one 
flying change.”

And Bahai hasn’t been Nora’s only 
dressage mount to benefit from the 
jumper ring—many of the River House 
Hanoverians get the same experience.

“Our youngsters do a little of every-
thing,” Nora said. “Even horses that 
don’t show particular talent over fences 
might do a little cavaletti or small jumps, 
and they definitely spend time on trails 
and outside the ring. It keeps them fresh 
and interested in their work.”

According to Clement, Nora isn’t 
afraid to think outside the box when 
training. She doesn’t follow a rigid plan 
or timeline. 

“She has a gift for understanding 
where a horse is mentally and physi-

Nora Batchelder and Farleight have been a team since 2010, moving up from Prix St. Georges 
to Intermediaire II together. LISA SLADE PHOTO

and nearly sold. But as the prospective 
owner spent more time with the ener-
getic yearling, it didn’t seem like a good 
match, and the deal fell through. 

In 2010, Bahai won the Engler-
Friedlaender Memorial Trophy from 
the American Hanoverian Society for 
earning the highest mare performance 
test score in the nation—an 8.08. 

Nora started riding Bahai when the 
mare was 3, and she liked her right 
away. 

“She’s a sweetheart. She loves to be 
groomed,” said Batchelder. “She’s very 
affectionate. She has a sweet, delicate 
face, and she wears a cob-sized bridle. 
She’s only 16.1, but we seem to fit each 
other OK.”

Bahai’s sensitive temperament meant 
she wouldn’t be an easy sell, so Nora 
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cally, and what they need to learn to be 
happy and successful,” said Clement. 
“Her training is horse-centered. I’ve 
seen her ride many horses, of all kinds, 
and what they all have in common is 
that they’re happy. Also they all 
have great tempis!”

 I think 
with dressage 

she finds it 
easy to be in 
the limelight 
because it’s 

not about her, 
it’s about the 

horse.” 
–ANNE CLEMENT

LECTURER
Equine Science and Management

UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST

Review of applications will begin 
on January 15, 2014 and continue 
until position is filled. Applicants 
should send a letter of intent, 
current curriculum vitae, and the 
names/contact information of 
three references to:  http://umass.
interviewexchange.com/jobof-
ferdetails.jsp?JOBID=43246. Can-
didates must also provide a video 
demonstrating under saddle and/
or in-hand work with horses which 
will not be returned.  Please send 
this video to:

KIM GRAVES
kmgraves@cns.umass.edu
Equine Search R46368
Stockbridge School of Agriculture
University of Massachusetts
80 Campus Way
Amherst, MA  01003

The University provides an intellectual 
environment committed to providing 
academic excellence and diversity in-
cluding mentoring programs for faculty. 
The College and department are com-
mitted to increasing the diversity.

The Stockbridge School of Agriculture, University of Massachusetts Amherst 
is seeking applicants for the position of Lecturer in Equine Science and 
Management.  The successful candidate will be responsible for teaching 
core courses in the Equine Management program, serving as the Director 
of Equestrian Training, and organizing events at the Hadley Farm Equine 
Center.  As an equine faculty member, the candidate is also responsible for 
recruiting and advising equine students, developing and maintaining strong 
working relationships within the equine profession, and contributing to the 
mission of the School and the College.

Master’s degree in equine or animal science, education, behavioral science, 
business, or related field OR Bachelor’s degree with three or more years of 
experience training at the national and/or international level in the hunter 
or driving disciplines (or international equivalent) is required.  Minimum 
of three years of documented successful teaching experience in the horse 
industry is required. Applicants must demonstrate a proven record of starting 
a variety of horses of different ages and temperaments in harness and 
under saddle. Expertise in sport horse management and equine business 
is required. Applicant must hold a valid Massachusetts riding instructor's 
license at time of employment.

In addition to the above qualifications, candidate must hold one of the following:

 • United States Hunter Jumper Association Trainer Certification
 • United Professional Horsemen’s Association Active (Professional) Membership
 • The American Driving Society Competitive Membership
 • International Trainer Certification or License

For Lease

North Florida’s Premiere Equestrian Facility.
 33 stall Main Barn
 120 x 220 covered arena
 125 x 255 outdoor arena
 60’ covered round pen
 Cross Country Course
 Managers Cottage

www.oeclease.com
386-755-1488

Lake City, Fl
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At 7, Bahai was ready for more 
serious dressage work—but even the 
more mature Bahai is still a hot, sensi-
tive horse. 

“It’s always tricky at competitions 
because she has a hard time in the 
warm-up, being with other horses, and 
she gets worried,” said Nora. “I try to 
keep her away from the other horses to 
keep her confident. It’s a relief to get out 
of the warm-up and into the ring. How 
our test goes depends on how she can let 
go of the tension from the warm-up and 
relax once she’s alone.”

At the GAIG/USDF Region 3 
Championships (Ga.), Nora and Bahai 
won the 35-horse open Prix St. Georges 
championship class with a 71.90 
percent. Bahai also debuted success-
fully at Intermediaire I in 2013, and she’s 

schooling all of the Grand Prix move-
ments. Nora plans to compete in the 
USEF Developing Horse Grand Prix tests 
in 2014, and then in CDIs at Grand Prix. 

“I’ve shown national-level Grand 
Prix on several horses, but I haven’t 
done Grand Prix [at CDIs],” she said. “I 
don’t want to do it unless it’s going to be 
good.” 

From all signs, Bahai has the right 
stuff. 

“Her one-tempis are a highlight,” 
Nora said, “and she shows talent for 
passage and piaffe. I’m hoping Bahai 
will be forward enough and expressive 
enough to do well in CDI Grand Prix.”

From Past To Future
The drive to excel comes in handy 
when you have so much to do. In her 
work at River House Hanoverians, 
Nora rides 15 horses a day, teaches, 
competes and helps her family run 
their barn. 

“When I get home at night, I want 
to collapse,” she joked. When she can 
find time, she plays tennis. 

In addition to Bahai, Nora has some 
young dressage prospects waiting 
in the wings, including Bramble RH 
(Bretone—EM Gleucksfee, Glorieux), 
a 16.2-hand 2-year-old. She’s hoping to 
keep him as a stallion if he continues 
his agreeable behavior. 

“I’m really excited about him,” 
said Nora. “His mother is my old 
preliminary event horse. He’s a nice 
combination of his parents; Bretone 
is very sweet and willing, and his 
mother was quite a fiery event horse.” 

Nora also competed Farleight, an 
11-year-old Hanoverian (Friendship—
La Bandita) gelding, at Intermediaire 
II in 2013, and she’ll likely move him 
up to Grand Prix next season.

“He’s been doing really well, and 
I’ve already had the chance to work 
with Shelly Francis with him,” she 
said. 

After years of hard work and a 
growing list of accomplishments, 
the USEF Developing Dressage 
Program grant is a welcome form of 
encouragement. 

“As a busy horse professional, it’s 
hard to make the time and find the 
funds to get help and to train,” Nora 
said. “Getting the grant is an awesome 
opportunity to make my goals for 
Bahai and myself happen.”

Kathy Connelly has worked with 
Nora for four years, in New England 
and in Florida, at Haven Safe Farm. 

“Nora is a brilliant and promising 
talent as a rider,” she said. “I’ve 
coached her on different horses, at 
different shows, and she’s elegant 
and cool in the show ring. She has 
integrity, personal humility and deter-
mination; she is a kind, kind person, 
and she really loves horses. She would 
be a tremendous ambassador in inter-
national competition for the United 
States.” 

Nora Batchelder and Bahai qualified for and 
competed at the U.S. Dressage Finals at Prix 
St. Georges this year. LISA SLADE PHOTO 


