
They provided horse stabling, living quar-
ters for the coach, a dressage ring, and 
cones course areas for Stef’s training. By 
the time I arrived, Stef and Shadow had 
already mastered Advanced cones with 
the narrower widths and the faster times. 
Marie de Ronde commented to me that 
after she saw Stef’s ability to drive the 
complex and challenging courses created 
by Scott, she knew Stef was ready for the 
Championship. In addition, Stef thorough-
ly knew her dressage test and both she 
and the horse looked as fresh as daisies 
without any signs of jet lag. It was time to 
move on to the show.

The de Rondes were also contracted 
to deliver the horse and equipment to 
the show. You can imagine our surprise 
when only Shadow was loaded into their 
seven-horse lorry towing the equipment 
trailer. It’s the same rig Koos uses to 
transport his world-class four-in-hand 
team and carriages around Europe. The 
lone 15-hand Morgan had plenty of room. 
And it only got better when we learned 
that this whole rig would remain there for 
the duration of the show. This resulted in 
unexpected comfort and shelter from the 
elements when it rained solidly for two of 
the five days we were there. 

In many ways, this is not the same 
sport for disabled drivers as it is for the 
rest of us. Of course, the principle rea-
son is the lack of mobility of many of the 
drivers, something the rest of us take for 
granted every day. One has to consider 
and appreciate the time they require for 
dressing, eating, and other preparations 
needed to meet each new day regardless 
of their show schedule. Stef and her won-
derful caregiver, Sam, need three hours 
each morning to prepare her to meet the 
day. Considering that Stef was required to 
be ready to walk courses or drive by 7:30 
a.m. some days during the show, you can 
appreciate the dedication it takes to be a 
para-driver.

On dressage day, Stef arrived bright 
and early and ready to roll. Beautifully 
dressed and coiffeured (which later 
earned a well-deserved 10 in presenta-
tion), Stef’s smile was ever-present as she 
was lifted into her carriage. Surprisingly, 
she maintained that smile and upbeat atti-
tude all the way to and from the dressage 
ring. And for good reason. With a solid and 
smooth test, she scored a terrific score of 
53.58 in her first-ever FEI dressage test for 
a 5th place out of thirteen Grade 1 drivers. 
(Grade 1 drivers are wheelchair bound or 
impaired in all four limbs or upper body. 
Grade 2 drivers have less physical impair-
ments.) Considering each person above 
her, including the 2014 Gold Medal win-
ner, had much more experience, she was 
in great company.

For me, one of the biggest lessons 
and inspirations of this trip was spend-
ing a week with disabled drivers from 
all over the world and watching them 
overcome their disabilities with grace, 
humor, tenacity, and love of life. Also in-
spiring was their love of competition and 
their passion for the sport of driving and 
their animals. These drivers embody the 
best examples of our sport with fantastic 

sportsmanship, fierce competition, and 
grace in adaptation.

This was never more evident while 
watching the para-drivers ‘walk’ hazards. 
Because it had rained for two and a half 
days, the entire grounds were soaked. It 
was so muddy, Scott and I made a detour to 
a local sports store to buy new waterproof 
shoes; the waterproof shoes I brought 
had failed. Because 13 of the competitors 
were Grade 1 drivers in wheelchairs, their 
ability to inspect the hazards was limited. 
Stef, as well as the other drivers, took it 
in stride with assistants pushing them in 
the hazards (and sometimes with sever-
al countries helping each other out) or in 
one hazard, just sitting on the sidelines 
while the navigators walked the hazards 
and drivers observed from the sidelines.

Luckily, by the time marathon day 
came around, the hazards had dried sig-
nificantly and were ‘walkable’ by everyone 
for a final look in the morning. But while 
the hazards had dried significantly, the 
rest of the course had not. Stef expressed 
some concerns as a California driver with 
five years of drought experience, but her 
very experienced Shadow later showed 
her that he had it totally under control, 

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS Para-Driving

This past August, I served as chef d’equipe 
at the World Para-Driving Championship 
in Beesd, Netherlands. It was a very hum-
bling and inspiring experience. 

In the world of combined driving, a 
chef d’equipe is a team leader. At a World 
Championship or international competi-
tion, the chef is the liaison between the 
team and the organizing committee.

Scott Monroe, a former USEF National 
Champion, performed as the coach for our 
only American driver, Stefanie Putnam 
from Lafayette, Calif., and her horse, an 
American-bred Morgan gelding, Shadow 
(Bethesda After Dark).

With Coach Scott Monroe as his per-
sonal valet, Shadow flew across the pond 
in mid-July, two weeks before the com-
petition. The day after Scott and Shadow 
arrived, Stef traveled to the Netherlands 
with her parents, Ned and Marcia Putnam, 
and her full-time assistant, Samantha 
Colombus, along with Stef’s ever-present 
service dog, Kaz. They all reunited at the 
de Ronde farm in Zwartewall, Netherlands, 
for their training camp. 

During their stay at the de Rondes, 
Stef trained hard with coach Monroe to 
sharpen her skills for her first-ever FEI 
competition. Due to her California Bay 
Area home, and because she is relatively 
new to driving, she had not had the op-
portunity to compete at the highest level 
of FEI competition. By competing in this 
championship, she was making the enor-
mous leap from the ADS Preliminary lev-
el to the FEI level in the blink of an eye. 
Scott Monroe was a perfect match for her 
as both a coach and trainer because of his 
experience competing in numerous FEI 
events along with three previous interna-
tional competitions. 

Marie and Koos de Ronde served as our 
Dutch hosts and were simply wonderful. 

Heiner Lehrter, Germany, with groom Vera Neuhaus  – Individual Gold. Photo by Jutta Lehmeyer

The Right Stuff
Para-Drivers have it – Attitude,  
Strength and a Sense of Humor

FEI WORLD PARA-EQUESTRIAN  
DRIVING CHAMPIONSHIPS FOR SINGLES

Beesd, Netherlands • August 3-6, 2016

By Marcie Quist 

Ned and Marcia Putnam with Stephanie, Sam 
Colombo and Stef ’s service dog Kaz arrive in 
Amsterdam. 
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driver’s girlfriend was the only English 
speaking member of the family during the 
chef d’equipe meetings. As our neighbors, 
the driver’s parents regularly communi-
cated with us via crude sign language and 
grunts. Their wonderful Latvian horse was 
clearly inexperienced but was perfect in 
his behavior throughout the event. What 
more could we ask? 

Para-drivers are the happiest bunch 
of drivers you will ever meet. I’ll share a 
snapshot of another memory from the 
Netherlands. On the morning of dressage, 
the day started with a continuation of the 
rain from the two days before. As a typical 
American in a hurry, I took my coffee cup 
and headed to the stables to braid Shadow. 
As I passed the Irish lorry, I noticed they 
were all sitting under a small canopy 
drinking their morning tea – in the pouring 
rain. They could not sit in the warm and 
dry area of their lorry because their wheel-
chair-bound driver could not negotiate the 
stairs into it. They seemed just as happy in 
the rain. They harassed me to stop being 
so American by drinking coffee on-the-go 
and join them. And I did.

As I now reflect on the entire experi-
ence, I am still in awe of the ability of the 
para-drivers and their single-minded abil-
ity to be the best drivers they can be. Stef 
is the happiest and most positive person 
you will ever meet. It makes me think that 
we all need to enjoy showing more and do 
a lot less whining. If these amazing drivers 
can do combined driving with such happi-
ness and dedication, we all should follow 
their example. Ω

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS Para-Driving

with no slips or falls in the deep mud. Her 
marathon results and scores were equally 
impressive on the scoreboard when Stef 
maintained her 5th place overall position, 
posting an 8th place finish in the mara-
thon. We were all quite impressed with 
her performance especially for a relatively 
new para-driver, who did not get to walk 
her hazards as expected.

The cones course ‘walk’ that evening 
was a spectacular display of adaptation 
of a physical sport to meet everyone’s 
needs. At the International Para-Driving 
Championships, it’s all about the wheels. 
While American driving shows always 
have lots of wheels with the carriages, 
trucks and trailers, ATVs, and 4-wheelers, 
international para-driving had the addi-
tional wheels of bicycles, push and electric 
wheelchairs, ‘Swiss motors’ that pull the 
wheelchairs, mopeds, and even a Segway.

Stef, still as happy as could be, arrived 
again at the crack of dawn on the final day 
of competition to walk the cones course 
within the FEI requirement of only 1.5 
hours before the start. At the chefs’ meet-
ing the night before, the ground jury, at the 

chefs’ request, had agreed to allow an ex-
tra course walk the night before. However, 
after the morning cones walk there was 
little more than half an hour to return to 
the barn and get in the carriage before the 
first to go in cones. That short amount of 
time is challenging for the Grade 1 driv-
ers because they must be lifted into their 
carriages and it takes a significant amount 
of time to attach the safety harnesses and 
belts and to hook the animal to the car-
riage. Luckily for Stef, she was still sitting 
in 5th place so had plenty of time and lots 
of help from her hard-working parents 
and Sam to be ready in time.

The cones course proved to be anoth-
er challenging ‘Barry Hunter designed’ 
course. Stef and Shadow drove it beautiful-
ly with just one ball down and a small time 
penalty. She placed 3rd in cones and even 
beat the reigning Gold Medal para-driver 
and Stef’s mentor, Jacques Poppen, from 
the Netherlands. Jacques missed ‘D’ in the 
zig-zag and incurred a 5-point penalty and 
lost his first place to Heiner Lehriter from 
Germany. That mistake almost cost him 
the entire show when a protest was filed 

because he had only remembered to drive 
the ‘D’ set of cones after his fellow coun-
trymen on the sidelines shouted out that 
he had missed ‘D.’ However, the protest 
was overruled under the determination 
that outside assistance from bystanders 
was not physical assistance and therefore 
permitted under the rules. With her great 
cones course, Stef maintained her 5th 
place position overall. What a driver!

Meeting the teams from other coun-
tries for the first time is always fun. 
Spending five days with them during the 
competition was even more fun. Everyone 
proudly displayed their national flag at 
their camps and trailers. Upon arrival, the 
Germans immediately erected a large hos-
pitality tent that would serve as their beer 
garden. We are not talking about a 12 x 
12 tent. We are talking about a party tent 
for an entire wedding! On the other end of 
the spectrum was the family from Latvia. 
They arrived and parked nearby with their 
simple two-horse trailer and only one car-
riage. Clearly, Mama and Papa were the 
‘staff’ who took care of the horse and 
met the needs of the driver. The Latvian 

Above: Jacque Poppen, with Eva Poppen, of the Netherlands is a mentor of Stefanie’s. They competed together at the Championships this year.  
Photo by Jutta Lehmeyer/FEI

Above: Stefanie scored 53.58 for a 5th place in dressage. Photo by Marie deRonde

Below: Walking the dressage arena.  Many modes of transportation were used. Photo by Marcie Quist 

Issue 204  November/December 2016 DRIVING DIGEST • 31 30 • DRIVING DIGEST  November/December 2016 Issue 204



then I can’t go drive the horse. And the 
only thing that I want to do is go drive  
that horse.”

Stefanie knows that she is fortunate 
to have a team of people around her that 
make if possible for her to develop all 
these skills and connections with Shadow. 
“I don't think that I’ve ever had a horse 
that has had the capacity to connect on 
this level.” Ω

Coach Scott Monroe
Scott Monroe’s role at the champi-

onship was that of team coach. But this 
was not the first time he’s worked with 
Stefanie; not only has Monroe been 
Stefanie’s trainer for several years, but  
he also owned and showed Shadow for 
many years.

Stefanie’s disability – she is paralyzed 
from the chest down – requires that some-
one sit beside her in the carriage. At the 
championship, that person was Monroe. 
He holds the whip and works the brake, 
and, if necessary, uses the reins. “My job 
is to keep her and Shadow safe.” 

“Riding with her is fantastic,” explains 
Monroe. “She’s receptive, open, and tal-
ented. She takes direction immediate-
ly. She understands it; she understands 
the concept. She understands the feel. 
Where we feel it through our fingers, 
she feels it through her shoulders. That’s 
the amazing part. Too much contact, too 

little correction – she can do all that – all 
through her shoulders.”

“I wish that every student that I worked 
with was as enthusiastic, and dedicated 
and understood as well as Stef. Always 
ready to work, happy, what more could 
you ask for in a student? She’s a great 
partner. And I see her as a partner more 
than a student. She is at least my equal.

“I treat her as a regular able-bodied 
person, and she loves that. She was a 

very competitive rider – captain of her 
polo team in college – so she has strong 
equestrian skills.” Scott calls Stefanie 
“Captain.” When he started working with 
her, and they went to shows, many people 
were telling her what to do. He pulled her 
aside and told her, “You are the driver. You 
are the captain of this ship. You drive this 
ship – you tell them what you want them 
to do.” 

Stefanie wants to go faster, so Monroe 
has worked with her to up the speed grad-
ually, first cantering in and out of obsta-
cles, then cantering inside them, galloping 
out. He has helped her become the “cap-
tain of her ship” – taking charge of the 
team of people that are needed to help her. 

This is Shadow’s (Bethesda After  
Dark) second career. With Monroe, 
Shadow won three USEF National 
Championships and competed internation-
ally at two World Singles Championships. 
He knows Shadow and knows that he is 
not a ‘push-button’ horse.

“Stefanie is at least my equal,” says 
Monroe, “more than any Advanced driv-
er in this country.” We complain – but she 
just does it.” Ω

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS Para-Driving

Stefanie & Shadow
Stefanie Putnam is very goal-oriented. 

Before her accident, her goal was to com-
pete in the Olympics in show jumping. Being 
chosen to represent the United States at 
the World Para-Driving Championships 
was a milestone in a journey that most of 
us cannot begin to imagine. 

“Being able to be a part of a team is 
really important. And the sport allows me 
to be a part of a team. It is very empow-
ering for someone like me because I have 
little control of many things in my life, and 
when I am driving, I have total control, 
and there is something there that truly 
helps me grow as a person.”

Unable to use her hands to hold the 
reins, Stefanie had to figure out how to 
use what limited physical ability she had 
to communicate with Shadow. She uses 
her shoulders and voice. Verbal commu-
nication is something Stefanie didn’t use 
when she was riding. “While I was riding, 
I didn’t speak that much to my horse, but 
with Shadow, I had to. I had to learn what 
we would do for left and right. How would 
we stop? How would we slow down? What 

kind of cues would I give him for collec-
tion because I don’t physically use the 
whip or the brake when I drive, so my aids 
are very, very different, and they are very 
important, and I keep them sharp and 
tuned up. 

“Getting ready for the dressage test for 
the Para-Worlds there were extensions 
and collections, and so it was important 
for me to find a way to differentiate the 
different gears of the trot. If want an ex-
tension I say “Work,” or “Shadow Work,” 
and with a staccato sound. Or, if it was to 
bring him back or to calm myself down, I 
bring my shoulders back as if I was riding 
and I give him little half-halt noises that I 
use. He’s very reactive and very respon-
sive to everything. He’s molded himself 
around that for me.

“I say the most comfortable place for me 
in this world is when I’m sitting in my car-
riage seat. And with my reins and with my 
horse in front of me. It’s the most physical-
ly, emotionally, and mentally comfortable 
place. Even physically it’s the most com-
fortable place for me to be. And my body 

loves it and it’s so fascinating because my 
medical problems and issues and anything 
that’s going on with me just disappear.”

When Stefanie was first embarking on 
this great experience, Gerard Paagman 
put her in touch with Jacques Poppen, 
from the Netherlands. Poppen is a para-
plegic and veteran of several World 
Para-Championships. They talked on the 
phone, and Poppen taught her about driv-
ing. “He’s a real mentor of mine. He spoke 
to me as if I was another fellow driver and 
helped me at the first show figure out 
what things were, how to walk the course, 
and what cones were.” 

Stefanie loves the three days of com-
petition. It’s tiring, but she is very aware 
of not letting herself get run down. “I push 
myself, but it’s not like I’m pushing myself 
when I’m with him. I love being a part of 
every aspect of horsemanship. It is really 
important to me.” 

She says she has to be “accountable, 
because if I don’t take care of myself and 
I get sick because I’ve let myself go, or I 
didn’t eat well, or I’ve gotten worn out, 

A smile that never quits says that Stefanie is in control when driving her horse. Photo by Marie 
deRonde

Focused on the next obstacle, Stefanie and Shadow pick up speed.  Photo by Marie deRonde

Team USA. Marcie Quist, Catherine Nahmens, 
Stefanie Putnam, Samantha Columbus, Scott 
Monroe. Photo by Marie deRonde
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