
Horse Driving Trials Explained 
 

The competition format 

There are three parts to the competition. The first two phases take place on Saturday 5th 
October, where each competitor drives their individual dressage test then the cone 
driving competition concludes the day. On Sunday, the competitors enjoy the challenge 
of the fast and furious obstacles which are in the final section of the cross country course 
called the marathon. 

Presentation 

At this event all competitors are judged for presentation on the move, whilst performing 
their dressage. Novice competitors also have a Safety Check before their dressage, 
where a judge ensures that their turnout is safe to proceed in the competition.  

Dressage 

This is the phase to enjoy beautifully presented horses, traditional or modern carriages 
built on tradition lines, gleaming harness and immaculately dressed drivers and grooms. 
All are striving for that precious 10 marks for their presentation while on the move.  

Modelled on ridden dressage tests, each movement is designed to test the skill of the 
driver, and the obedience and paces of the horse(s) in an arena 100 40 metres. Set 
movements, such as circles, serpentines and straight lines, have to be executed at the 
walk and trot, with some canter work in the more advanced tests.  

The judges are looking for accuracy of steering, both one-handed and two-handed, 
correct use of voice and whip, smooth transitions from one pace to another and 
regularity of paces and obedience of the animal.  

 

  



Cone Driving 

The next part of the competition is the cone driving course. Drivers are required to drive 
their horses between pairs of plastic cones with dislodgeable balls on top. The cones are 
set only slightly wider apart than the carriage and it takes a good combination of driver’s 
skill and nerve, coupled with obedient horses, to achieve a double clear round over a 
twisting course, at a fairly fast trot and some canter. If any part of the rim of the carriage 
wheel touches a cone the ball falls off and costs the driver 3 penalty points, while 
penalties are also amassed by completing the course in excess of the time allowed. 

 

Marathon 

The marathon route, twisting and turning its way around glorious settings, a demanding 
test of the stamina of both drivers and animals.  

As a test event Osberton will be only running Section B for 2019, however normally there 
is a section A which is an endurance aspect of the event. Section B is approximately 
8km, at any pace except for the last 300m of the course where only walk and trot are 
allowed this contains the obstacles. These are the essence of the whole event. Every 
second spent in an obstacle counts as one fifth of a penalty point and so the obstacle 
must be driven as fast as possible to minimise the number of penalties accrued. 

Each of the obstacles must be challenging to both small single ponies and the large 
horse fours. This means that they usually contain a variety of possible routes; short 
narrow routes for ponies, longer wider routes for the horse teams. Wherever possible, 
the natural lie of the land is used to good effect - banking and trees are much favoured 
by obstacle designers. Each obstacle is given its own character, often decorated with a 
theme to fit in with the sponsor’s business.  



 

In each obstacle there are compulsory gates and these are a minimum of 2.5m wide. 
Other narrow gates are often included to tempt drivers, but there is always the risk of 
getting stuck. Obstacles can have up to 6 gates, which drivers must pass through in the 
sequence of letters, A to F. Once a competitor has been through one gate this may be 
gone through again at any time. Failure to pass through gates in the correct sequence 
means additional penalties. Completely missing a gate leads to elimination. Other 
mistakes, such as turning over, or getting stuck and having to put a groom down, also 
earn penalties. 

 

The Winner 

The overall winner in each class is the competitor with the lowest total penalty score 
over the 3 phases of the competition. 

 

 

Warning to the Public 

Equestrian sports can be dangerous. Members of the public must look out for 
oncoming carriages and horses, and keep children and dogs under constant 

supervision and control. Please keep outside the fenced or roped areas. 

DOGS 

Osberton Driving Trials welcomes dogs but they must be kept on a lead and 
under control at all times. 


