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Abstract 
Sweden has one of the densest horse populations of any country in Europe. Horse keeping 
and horse activity have become a political issue. Recently the government has launched an 
action plan for the sector to increase knowledge of and interest in horses. The environment 
for riding horses offers a lifestyle that is meaningful both as a way to create an identity and 
as a way of promoting physical fitness. In focus are the horse as a living animal and the 
practicalities that necessarily have to be dealt with.   
The purpose of this paper is to describe equestrian activities from a historical point of view. 
The central questions are: Which were the official motives to promote riding horses as a 
leisure activity? What experiences did young people achieve by taking part in horse-riding 
cultures? The methods used are a survey of official documents published in Sweden from 
1945 to 2004 and six interviews with women active in horse riding during same period.  
Before 1950 the riding sport was an activity exclusively for rich people and the military. In the 
‘50s the government declared that from a health perspective riding would be an activity for 
the general population. When keeping horses was transformed from a military issue to a 
health-promoting one, the central idea of riding changed, and the notion of the riding horse 
as such. Girls and women began to dominate the field in numbers.  
The results described in this paper contribute to the theme of my thesis, which is horseback 
riding as a social and identity-creating activity. 
  
Key words: leisure, riding, culture, learning, lifestyle. 
 
Introduction 
In western countries, people have successively gotten more free time to spend, and this may 
increase the need for leisure facilities, especially for youth(Nilsson, 1998). A specific leisure 
environment that has grown strong in Sweden is being with horses and riding in different 
ways. Riding offers a lifestyle for both girls and boys through which they can develop a 
relationship with the horse and to the practical and social conditions in the stable.  
In 1945 the organisation Ridfrämjandet (Ridf) was formed to promote riding. Until the 1950´s, 
riding was a sport for the upper class and military. During the last 30 years, general interest 
in riding has increased. Ridf now has about 220,000 members, most of whom are women 
and young girls (Svala 2002). 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this article is to study how riding as a leisure activity for youth has developed 
in a new historical perspective. Central questions are: How are riding activities motivated in 
public documents? How has that influenced the sport? How have the official motives for 
riding influenced young women participating in the sport during different periods? 
 
Method 
The methods used are studies of historical documents and stories told by women of various 
ages. The textual material dealt with riding and stable activities—official reports from 1945 to 
2004, a number of Ridf´s published activity calendars that discuss organizational matters, 
and other texts that concern horses and riding1. The material has been analysed through 
                                                 
1 Documents used are SOU 1998:76, PM from the Expert Group 1993, Ridf’s Activity Calender (VK) no 1 1989, 
no 1 1990 and no 2 1991 and text written by Ulla Ståhlberg, 2004.  



content analysis. The texts are regarded as being time-dependent and written with a specific 
purpose which the author has expressed in one way or another and which mirrors the official 
notion at the time. Personal stories have been gathered from five women active within the 
riding sport during different periods. They are as follows, presented under aliases: Eva, born 
in 1947; Greta, born in 1958; Lisa, born in 1971; Janina, born in 1971; and Helena, born in 
1988. 
The interviews were conducted in a relaxed atmosphere and focussed on the time the 
women spent in the stable when they were young. The interviewees and the interviewer both 
contributed to creating the object of the story within its historical and social context. An 
understanding of the social context the women were in increases validity (Bergström & 
Boréus 2000). The interpretation of these stories has primarily focused on themes that 
emerged in all the stories. The amount of material is too small to allow comparison between 
different epochs.  
 
Results 
The themes that emerged in the documents are socialization, health promotion and 
organization. These will be discussed under separate headings below. 
 
Organisation 
Ståhlberg (1999) describes how riding schools within Ridf got horses from the army under 
favourable conditions. The opinion of government is that both young people and adults 
should have access to inexpensive riding with good instructors. The activity for young people 
begun by the Ridf in 1948 was recognized as a separate youth organization and received 
funding in 19642. This considerably aided the development of the sport of riding for young 
people and children (Ståhlberg 1999). 
Being part of RF resulted in the disappearance of grants from the County Councils. 
Nowadays the money comes through RF, as riding is looked upon as a sport (Expertgruppen 
1993). In the ‘60s the operation of the riding schools was taken over by nongovernment 
organisational interests as demanded by the local municipal authorities (VK 1998). 
 
Health promotion 
During the ‘50s the government stated that people’s health was an argument for riding. The 
motives were well-being and health. A later report (SOU 1998:76) noted that incorrect diet, 
drugs and lack of exercise would affect people’s health and well-being considerably. In VK 
(1:1981) the idea of the riding sport as protection against alcohol abuse was raised. Courses 
for young people about the danger of alcohol and narcotics were offered. It was stated that 
the fact that riding provides both medical and mental benefits in addition to general 
experiences is an incentive to the activity (Ståhlberg 1999) 
Within the sport of riding, exercises for the handicapped have a long tradition. Ståhlberg 
describes how this developed in the Scandinavian countries from the ‘50s. During the ‘60s 
many riding schools received grants to put up new buildings if they started activities for 
handicapped children. Riding for the handicapped is today the biggest sport in Sweden in 
terms of both training and competition (Ridsportsförbundet[online] 2004).  
 
Socialization 
Another aspect of riding that is mentioned in the Swedish Government Official Reports is 
socialization (1993). During this time the goal of socialization changed from prevention to 
                                                 
2 During the period 1945–1955 there were decisive changes within the equestrian movement. Before 1992 there 
were four organizations. In 1966 these organizations became members of The Swedish Sports Confederation 
(RF) (Ståhlberg 1999). In 1993 they merged into one organization called the Riding Sport Confederation of 
Sweden (SvRF). 
 



democracy. The Swedish Government Official Report (1998:76) states, “… in the proposition 
of the budget 1991/92 for the first time it is stressed … that the movement of sport engages 
citizens in democratic processes.” VK 1990:1 discusses a democracy project dominating the 
activity in the clubs the year before. Three districts offered courses about club history, annual 
meetings, election procedures, and so forth. Even discussions about gender equality were 
found in the VKs. In VK 1989:1 several articles addressed the issue of politicians 
discriminating against girls’ leisure interests. Ståhlberg wrote, “When millions are spent on 
rinks for ice hockey, mostly used by boys, the girls are left without any supervision, with no 
council-employed janitor, no municipal tractor, snow plough, and so on.” She noted in the 
same calendar that increasing expenses due to the lack of maintenance of the buildings 
would force the costs for riding to rise to such an extent that it would stop riding from being 
an activity for everybody, which was the original ambition. The criticism reached the youth 
minister and she responded that she would work to change public opinion, but the decision to 
transfer money to the sport of riding lay within the purview of local political authorities (VK 
1989:1). 
  
Results from life stories 
An insight into what different people consider important within the sport of riding could 
contribute to our understanding of why young people ride. The life stories are presented 
under two headings: Meeting the Culture and Meeting the Horse. By culture is meant being 
with friends, working together in the stable and the organization of riding instruction. Meeting 
the Horse means the experience of relating to the horse as an individual and of dealing with 
the animal. 
 
Meeting the Culture 
By culture, in this respect, is meant thoughts, actions and ambiance in the stable 
(Nationalencyklopedien [online] 2005). Responsibility, friendship, confidence and organized 
riding are discussed under this heading.  
 
Responsibility 
Responsibility is mentioned in all stories, but from different angles. According to Greta, the 
young people were expected to help with the care of the horses during their stay in the 
stable. Lisa, Janina and Helena told about different types of work that they were supposed to 
do in the stable, such as stable duty and stable watch. Stable duty meant guarding the stable 
all alone, cleaning, feeding and doing other chores. 
“Sometimes you also brought the equipment of your favourite horse home to wash,” Helena 
said. Stable watch meant looking after the horses at competitions. Eva told about being 
responsible when the horses were transported by train to a competition. Greta had a similar 
mission taking the horses by ferry to an island. Everybody knew that the horses could get 
panicked. In the worst scenario, they could jump into the water. Things went well, but these 
adventures created stories that contributed to friendships. These were missions that had to 
be accomplished. The girls that were riding learnt to take responsibility for the whole activity 
in the stable. As Greta said, “Even if I was dying, my mission in the stable had to be done.”  
All the stories testified to sense that the activities in the stable were, as Greta described it, 
“for real”. Nobody prepared them for what could happen. They learned by experience. Greta 
recounted an occasion when she was told by the veterinary to give her beloved horse an 
injection. ”I was given a brief instruction, and no one doubted my ability to do it. The vet just 
said, ‘Here is the rectangle of the muscle at the neck of the horse; you put the injection there, 
no air in the injection. If the horse gets a penicillin shock it can die, but the most usual is that 
he will lie down waving his hoofs, so beware of the legs!’ There was no question if you could 
handle it or not; you just did as the vet said” This kind of experience made the girls do things 
far above what they thought their capacity was. According to all the women interviewed, the 
experiences in the stable developed their self-reliance. The culture in the stable made them 



qualified and able to master the horses. Their knowledge included not only how to ride the 
horses, but also how to make the horses feel good.  

 
Friendship 
Another important part of the activity in the stable was friendship. Janina told us that the 
attraction for her was the opportunity to meet other friends. Her self-confidence rose from her 
being in the stable, and her shyness disappeared. Eva called the stable her “second home”. 
Janina said that there were “straight communication and a humorous line of talk.” At the 
same time, the stories showed that there was what Greta called “a mentality of elbowing”, 
which meant that it was important to be self-reliant and take the lead.  
To be part of the group you had to be kind and nice, Lisa told us. As an example, she told 
about washing the horse brushes for an older girl. This seemed to be a remnant of a system 
in which the younger girls acted as helpers to the older girls. In the group there were 
unspoken rules, Lisa continued. What she meant was that it was more prestigious to take 
care of a private horse than a school horse, to have a horse of your own, to be older, and so 
on. Everybody knew who took care of which horse and checked if anybody spoke to the 
horse you were responsible for. “To be sure the horse was not exposed to any harm,” Janina 
said. Out of respect, you did not talk to the instructor between the lessons, Greta, Helena 
and Janina explained. However, this could also be because the instructor did not have the 
time.  
 
Organized riding 
Something that regularly emerged in the stories was the lessons with an instructor. The 
contact between an instructor and a rider was mostly one-way communication. The instructor 
told the riders what to do, and they tried to do it. Then they were criticized by the instructor. 
When they performed an exercise incorrectly, they were expected to correct that before they 
did the next one. Their feelings about this method of teaching differed. Greta told us that she 
had to do various exercises even though she was scared. The fear of being railed at was 
greater. Eva thought that it was a good method because it gave her a better notion of riding. 
Lisa told us that there were ways of doing exercises incorrectly that could to be “like a death 
blow” to your skill, and besides that, you could destroy the horse. As an example, she talked 
about sitting on the horse more to one side than the other. But at the same time, she meant 
that having your errors pointed out too vigorously might cause you never to dare to try 
anything difficult. As for Helena, she never felt she was good enough during the riding 
lessons.  
  
Meeting with the horse 
Contact and time together with the horse was central for the women. In this part the focus is 
on their concern for the horse, the risks involved in horseback riding, and the relationship as 
a safe one. 
 
Concern for the horse 
In many of the stories, the women told about sacrifices to make the horses feel good. They 
got up early in the morning to take care of their horses. They tried to prevent their favourite 
horses from having to go through one more lesson. For example, Greta lied and said that her 
favourite horse was not available. When the horses needed rest, they tried to create quiet 
around it. Janina explained how she stayed until the last lesson in order to be the last one 
the horse would see that day. Helena told us how she tried to imagine what it was like being 
in the menagerie all day long.  
 
Risks 
To be with the horse and ride can be dangerous and scary. Eva told us that she “ran to the 
toilet several times” every time she was had riding lessons. The fear that the horse was 



going to make mischief was always there, as well as the fear of making a fool of oneself 
during the performance. Helena told us about the embarrassing moment when the horse 
during a show was “as stiff as a poker,” as she said. There were risks not just during a ride. 
Eva’s story about the horses being transported on a ferry was an example.  
 
Safe relationship 
Eva meant that the horse offered a “no-risk” relationship. There was room for love and 
concern that could not be misused or deceived. “The horse cannot fake its feelings, but 
accepts affection and gives it back. There is something sincere about a horse that we are 
attracted to,” Eva said. She emphasized that horses are shy animals, which means you have 
to win their trust. Riding is an interplay and nonverbal communication. Janina meant that the 
horse and the human being understand each other and the horse expresses itself to the one 
it trusts by neighing.  
 
Conclusion 
The aim of this paper has been to relate the development of riding in Sweden, shown in 
official documents, to the experiences of some women active in riding during different 
periods. In the ‘50s riding was motivated by political ambitions for health promotion and 
socialization. During the time studied, riding for young people was transformed from being a 
youth activity to becoming part of the sports movement. Through this, democracy and gender 
equality became important issues. Democracy and gender sensitivity have not been notable 
themes in the interviews. Obliviously, democracy was restricted in the stable. Not very one 
had the opportunity to represent the youth section or attend courses (Morén 1994).  
The military tradition was present in the instructional activity. It is evident in the stories of how 
dependent the youngsters became on the instructors. Redelius (2002) shows that in 
performing their activities young people within the sports movement become dependent on 
the trainer’s “eye”. However, the women declared that they learned to take care of everything 
connected with the horses and the stable. Their autonomy grew through the responsibility 
and the challenges they had to deal with, which could be the cause of their lasting interest. 
Their benefit was mutual emotional contact with the horse and an honest relationship. They 
also had to handle the social rules and norms of the stable. A Finnish study asserts that the 
girls in the stable receive “a heroine’s role in a real world” (Tolonen 1993).   
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