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It was a privilege for me to be able to im-
merse myself in Frédéric and Magali’s 
world for a few days. I was completely 
free to watch them as they went about 
their daily tasks. I was trying to under-
stand how this extraordinary relationship 
between human and horse translated in-
to successful performances. 

There was nothing spectacular about 
their daily routine, nor was there any 
magic ingredient. What I became aware 
of was a deep understanding between 
them, in which all of them listened and 
understood each other. The trust that this 
engendered seemed, as a result, to be 
quite normal. It could be that these two 
people behaved toward their horses as 
normally people do to each other in a 
family setting—or possibly better: a ten-
der kiss for this one, a loving “Good 
morning” for another, attention to a little 
wound on a third. They knew the partic-
ular needs of each horse and the horses 
showed not the slightest tension. They 
greeted Magali and Frédéric with evident 
joy and each one received the special  

acknowledgment he was expecting. What 
I witnessed made me speechless and 
filled me with joy. I had never seen any-
thing like it in the horse world before.

On another morning, I sat by the side of 
the ring watching Frédéric at work with 
the Friesians, Phebus and Paulus. At the 
same time, I was keeping an eye on 
Magali who was mucking out Quelam’s 
box. She was chattering away to the 
horse and interpreting the horse’s 
thoughts in the most amusing way. Her 
talk was seeded with mimicry and laugh-
ter, and before she set off with the wheel-
barrow full of manure, she gave the 
horse a good stroke and shared a thought 
with him.

Nothing seemed to disturb the calm: nei-
ther Magali’s pet crow sitting on her 
shoulder, shrieking and flapping its 
wings, nor the cat wandering between 
the horse’s legs, not even the pitchfork 
when it fell noisily to the ground. All was 
calm and radiating trust.

20 21

“I immerse myself in every
    new enterprise like an explorer
in an undiscovered country. 
        I treat each new situation 
without prejudice or preconception.”

CHAPTER

Frederic P ignon, ,

INSIGHTS 
BY AGNèS GALLETIER 

On previous page: Mandarin and Magali.
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Agnès: Magali, what-
ever you do, you nev-
er seem to be able to 
d isturb Quelam. Is it 
the same w ith all 
your horses?

Magali: No! When I’m mucking out, 
it’s only with my old mate Quelam that 
I can have the crow flapping about 
and cat wandering in and out. I 
wouldn’t risk that with a horse that 
had just joined our farm. Even the 
most experienced professionals need 
years to build that sort of confidence. 
It requires a lot of patience.

The relationship with a horse is not  
a straight road; there can always be 
the unexpected. You can take nothing 
for granted.

Agnès: How do you 
build that sort of 
trust w ith a horse? 
Are there stages in 
the process?
 

Magali: Yes! There are definitely 
stages even when you know all the 
peculiarities of a horse and know his 
rhythm. In the first stage you experi-
ence the horse’s growing confidence. 
Then comes the effort to implement 
the resolutions you made, and the 
ideas you had when you first saw the 
horse. After the initial euphoria the re-
ality becomes apparent: things don’t 
turn out exactly as you first thought 
they would, and when you are not 
careful, you slip back into your old 
ways of thinking. It’s the same be-
tween two people. After the first ex-
citement of making a new acquain-
tance, you begin to learn about the 
other person then learn to live with 
what you know and to work out your 
way of communication.

When I start out with a young horse, I 
take time to study his character and 
learn about his fears. I also teach him 
what I expect from him and how we 
exist together in this place. I always go 
to pet new arrivals several times a day. 
I’ll put on a halter, walk them around 

the stable; I show them the longeing 
ring, take them to visit the meadow, 
and also the place where we wash the 
horses in order to gauge their reaction. 
This lays the foundation for our work 
together and it is these little daily 
tasks that build trust. At the same 
time, I’m learning something about the 
horse’s character so we are building 
our personal understanding of each 
other. After about a year of getting to 
know each other I’m careful not to 
vary my approach too much or intro-
duce too many new elements. This is 
important because when we start 
working and the horse meets situa-
tions that unnerve him, he knows 
where he stands with me and also 
knows what my reaction will be in or-
der to regulate his stress level.

Agnès: And you, 
Frederic, how do you 
approach a new arrival 
you have never 
worked w ith?

Frédéric: The thought of a new 

With Bandolero (top) and Galito and Makao (bottom). 23
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challenge always excites me. I try to 
imagine a blank sheet of paper or, 
more appropriately, a canvas on which 
I’ll begin a new picture. At this point, I 
am probably deluding myself because 
things rarely turn out the way I think 
they will. However, I am never nervous 
about it: I know that in my daily con-
tact with this horse I’ll discover faults 
that I had not noticed at first but also 
discover good qualities I had not ex-
pected. I enter into each relationship 
like an explorer in an unknown land, 
impatient to understand and make dis-
coveries. If you begin the journey with 
fixed ideas about the character of a 
new horse, you might well miss his 
true and individual character. Worse 
still, you cannot then build a proper 
relationship and the horse remains 
miserably trapped in a dark cage, in 
which his talents lie undiscovered.

Magali and I had an experience that 
exemplifies this situation. We once 
found ourselves in Portugal with a 
group of people who spoke together in 
their own language and made not the 
slightest effort to communicate with 
us. After a few days—and fruitless at-
tempts—we remained silent and hoped 
it would come to an end soon.

Guizo (left) and Phoebus (above).
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