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An Olympic Dream Comes True
By Jessica Phoenix

After two months of being away from home, my feet are finally
back on Canadian soil and I’m thrilled with the Olympic-sized task
that I’ve just accomplished. After eight years of training, with
many ups and downs, my dream of competing at the Olympics
finally came true in London, England.
On Monday, July 9, Canada’s Eventing team arrived at Maizey
Manor for a two-week stay to acclimatize our horses and prepare
for the Games. The 220-acre English farm is situated in the
sprawling countryside of South West England and boasts miles
of grass gallops and an Olympic size all-weather arena for perfect
footing. The hosts at Maizey Manor were so welcoming and even
organized a few group activities, including skeet shooting for the
entire team and a group gallop!
We spent our days training and our evenings unwinding in our
thatched roof cottage, which looked like it was plucked from
the pages of a fairy tale. Our time spent here created a strong
camaraderie among the team members. We really came together
and were feeling positive and ready to compete on the world
stage with all intentions of reaching the podium as a team.
On Monday, July 23, we made our way to London’s Greenwich
Park and set up camp in the unbelievably stunning Olympic
venue. The main arena was a sight to behold, with seating on
either side rising up into the British sky. The barns were pristine
and Exponential, or Tucker as we call him at home, settled into
his corner stall almost immediately. The most amazing thing
about the equestrian venue was that everything was built above
the ground to preserve the World Heritage Site. Even the CrossCountry course had to be built with great care so as not to
disturb the historical ground that we were running on. Obstacles,
including ditches and water jumps, were built by adding earth
to raise the ground level and then creating the jumps from this
new “ground.” The thought and effort that went into this is mindblowing!
With competition set to begin on Saturday, July 28, we trained
twice a day, usually staying at the park in between rides for team
meetings and various activities. Since the athletes’ village can get
quite rowdy, our team opted to stay in a hotel for the sake of our
sanity! The Premiere Inn was a short 15-minute walk from the
venue and was a clean and comfortable hotel that also housed a
restaurant where we met in the evenings for dinner.
With every day that inched closer to competition, the pressure
mounted. I’m a big believer in blocking out the enormity of what
I’m about to tackle so that I can stay focused, which is exactly
the approach I took in London. It helped me quell any nerves and
block out the pressure that was building among the athletes and
in the barns. I made myself believe that it was just another horse
show.
Since the Eventing competition began the morning after the
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opening ceremonies, our team decided to watch the ceremony
unfold from our hotel lobby. However, a few days before this
we attended the flag-raising ceremony and it was a day I will
never forget. The flags of four to five countries were raised
simultaneously as the song “Eye of the Tiger” rang out. Canadian
dignitaries were standing proud alongside Canada’s athletes,
shaking our hands and congratulating us for making it this far in
our careers.
We were packed in shoulder to shoulder with our fellow Canadians
and as our flag was raised, I allowed myself to revel in the huge
sense of accomplishment that I was feeling for having made it
to this point. Eight years of perseverance and tireless work had
finally brought me to this moment. Let the Games begin!
I was slated to ride my Dressage test on Sunday, the second
day of competition, and I was solely focused on the task at hand.
While Dressage is the most challenging phase for Exponential, I
was thrilled with his test and especially his focus in the daunting
main stadium. He performed a personal best at the four-star level,
receiving 54.8 penalty points and landing us in 50th position.
Despite being so far down the leader board, I knew the best was
yet to come. Cross-Country is where Exponential shines and
it’s my favourite phase of the three-day competition. I knew we
would move up the standings by a large margin and I could barely
contain my excitement for the next day!
Cross-Country day came and Team Canada was ready to tackle the
difficult course. Unfortunately our excitement turned to disbelief
as each of our riders went out and experienced unanticipated
troubles. I was the fourth Canadian to go out on course. With two
of our team members already having been eliminated for falls,
including my close friend, Hawley Bennett-Awad, who was sent
to hospital, I knew I had one very important job to do for my team.
Somehow I think Exponential knew this as well. We galloped
out of the start box and tackled the first jump without question,
continuing on to the next obstacles. Exponential understood all
of the jumps set before him and he was giving me everything I
asked. We were riding as one, which is what I love so much about
my partnership with this horse, and it felt amazing!
Then came the only hiccup in our run: the rider who started ahead
of us fell and as a result we were held on course. You can imagine
how difficult it is to reel in a Thoroughbred that is in the midst of
giving it his all, but Exponential was listening intently and as soon
as I dropped the reins he pulled up and we went into the holding
area. After a lengthy 15-minute wait we were given the heads up
that we would be back on course within minutes. I picked up the
reins and got Exponential ready to continue our run. They counted
us down out of the holding pen and we were off like a shot. My
off-the-track Thoroughbred showed his true colours, eating up the
distances between fences as if it were nothing. Incredibly, we
made up time on the second half of our run and we crossed the

Member Spotlight

finish line with only 2.4 time penalties. I simply couldn’t wipe
the grin off of my face. My boy had made me so proud!
On the final day of competition I was the lone Canadian rider
competing and my first Show Jumping round was a solemn
one. Exponential and I knocked three rails in our first round
and we just weren’t on our game. I knew I had to regroup and
refocus for our second round, should we be lucky enough to
be in the top 25.
As luck would have it, we were! We pulled up our boot straps
– literally – and rode a wonderful second round, knocking one
rail and finishing in 22nd spot. Not bad for our first Olympics!
When we exited the stadium I was overcome with gratitude
for my horse. I immediately jumped off of him and gave him a
giant hug. He gave everything that I asked for throughout the
entire competition and I was immensely proud of him.
A short time later I was on my way from the barns to the main
ring for an interview with CTV News. As I was mulling over
what I would say to CTV, the highly publicized Royal Family
passed by me within arm’s reach, having just watched our
Show Jumping rounds. And that’s when it hit me: I had done
it! I had achieved my goals and finished my first Olympics!
An overwhelming and exhilarating feeling of accomplishment
flooded over me, and for the first time since arriving in England,
I allowed myself to take in the magnitude of the Olympics.
As a high performance athlete, you put everything you have
– both professionally and personally – into achieving this one
goal. To have my husband, son, mom, dad and grandma in
London cheering me on and to be recognized in that moment
was incredible. It’s not just me who makes sacrifices; it’s my
entire family. My accomplishments are most definitely theirs
as well.
I’m so proud to have been on the Canadian Team with a group
of riders that I have great respect for. I am also thankful to all of
our supporters who have been with us throughout this journey.
As a team we felt like we had the entire country behind us and
we couldn’t have done it without you.

I’d like to thank the Ontario Equestrian Federation for following
our road to London. It has been a great pleasure sharing this
exciting time with all of you! 
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My focus now is the 2014 World Equestrian Games being held
in Normandy, France. I’m excited to be back training my upper
level horses and some very talented younger horses that have
been waiting so patiently for me.
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