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Bruce Gregory Mandeville

Car accidents seem to follow Cindy Ishoy around. In the 1988 Olympics, she and other members of Canada's bronze-winning dressage team were caught up in a fender-bender in Seoul as they returned from the medal ceremony.

But that was a light-hearted little crash with jokes about Olympic medals flying through the air.

The severe crash in these parts in 2001 was no laughing matter. It left her with soft tissue injuries in the neck and shoulders and might have ended her career. At 49, she couldn't ride and fell out of condition as she watched from the sidelines.

"I was ready to quit. I was kind of depressed, I had a tough horse and I hurt all the time. I had to watch for three months while (husband) Neil worked Proton. I was unfit and was dying to work again."

Proton is the German warmblood gelding she purchased in 2000.

"He had been gelded three months before we got him. I don't know why they cut him but we got him at an affordable price."

Taking a horse from this point to the Olympics with one of the highest scores recorded in the world this year is a big leap. Dressage isn't called equine ballet for nothing. It is a sport of nuances and precision and implicit communication between rider and horse. And Proton was a departure from Dynasty, the horse she rode to that bronze in Seoul. "Dynasty was arrogant and expected to be the centre of attention ... Proton needs reassurance, but he really wants to do well for you."

The horse came along well and so did the rider thanks to physiotherapy and the help of personal trainer Ernie Schramayr, a former Tiger-Cat fullback..

"Ernie was so positive," said Ishoy, who began with walks, progressed to uphill marches and then started running. "We'd be walking the escarpment stairs and he'd be telling how he was told he was too small to play pro football but kept at it. That was inspiring."

In time, she was putting prodigious hours in the saddle and doing some mid-distance running. "He was so persistent and as I got better and stronger, I felt better about competing again."

With the goal of a sixth Olympic appearance clearly in focus, her training routine consisted of several hours of daily riding, aquatic exercise and three sessions a week of strength, flexibility and endurance work.

Said Schramayr: "Cindy's routine consisted of high intensity circuit workouts, core stability exercise and indoor cycle training and she was very determined to get back and ride at the top level again."

In Athens, she'll be guarding against a loss of fitness for both her and Proton as temperatures soar towards 40C. "We'll do our work at 5 a.m. I don't want to pre-exhaust the horse before the competition." After five Games, she's ready for anything.

"Each Olympics has meant something different to me. At my first Olympics, I was 19 and I walked around with my mouth hanging open. Now I am focused on giving my horse the respect he deserves, giving the sport the respect it deserves, and representing Canada to the best of my ability." And the evidence is she may be close to the best of her ability. She nailed down her Olympic berth in stunning fashion in early July.

In front of 1500 people at Blainville, Quebec, Ishoy and Proton pulled out all the stops to win the Grand Prix freestyle with the remarkable score of 75.175 per cent.

The mark would have been higher, the best going into the Olympics in fact, except the American judge dragged the average down with a mark of 69. Perhaps it was co-incidental that the low score meant an American horse-rider combination would go to Athens with the higher ranking.

Bruce Mandeville of Puslinch, meantime, is headed back to his second Olympics in eventing with horse Larissa, a 15-year-old chestnut mare.

Eventing is a combination of jumping, dressage and cross- country, and the pair provided one of only five clean rides in jumping at Sydney, where they placed 22nd.

In 2002, Larissa had the best performance by a Canadian horse in the World Equestrian Games, and in 2003 the horse and rider combination were part of Canada's silver medal team at the Pan American Eventing Championships.

Mandeville was a champion skier as a teenager in British Columbia but discovered eventing at age 13. He has diplomas from the Sorbonne in Paris and a law degree from the University of British Columbia.
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