
TRIALS  
AND  
TROPHIES 
   OF A TRUE 
   CHAMPION

by Jennifer Righetti
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Originally from the United States, 
Rolex Testimonee Meredith 
Michaels-Beerbaum defied the 
odds as a female rider competing 
in Europe. From her stables in 
Germany, she reflects on her 
extraordinary rise to become one 
of the greatest show jumpers in 
the world.
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The first woman showjumper to be ranked 
World No. 1, the first woman to win the 
World Cup three times and the first to win 

the Top 10 – few riders can claim the stellar record 
of Meredith Michaels-Beerbaum. But her success 
at the pinnacle of her sport is double-edged. Along 
with the trophies comes the satisfaction that she has 
single-handedly thrown off the male stranglehold at 
show jumping’s elite level. 
“When I first started show jumping in Europe, there 

was no question that being a woman was a big disad-
vantage. I had to prove myself over and over again. But, 
over the years, through my accomplishments, I feel 
like I have opened a lot of doors for women around 
the world,” she says. 

To become No. 1 in any international sport requires 
a special brand of grit and determination, but for 
Michaels-Beerbaum, a Rolex Testimonee since 2007, 
tough personal choices have also been required. One 

was being forced to relinquish her cherished American 
citizenship at the age of 21 to stay in Europe to pursue 
a show jumping career. 

A trip to Germany sealed her fate. In the summer of 
1991 she travelled there with a team of young riders 
intending to compete for a few months before return-
ing for her final year at Princeton University, where  
she was studying politics. “I was convinced that I 
would end up in the White House one day,” she says, 
with laughter. Instead she was captivated by Europe. 

“I never dreamed that I would become a professional 
rider. But that was before I came to Europe and dis-
covered this great world of show jumping.”

U N S H A K E A B L E  R E S O LV E

Staying in Germany meant getting a German 
passport and, as dual citizenship is not permitted, 
Michaels-Beerbaum made the call that would change 
her life irrevocably. “Giving up my American passport 

Magical 
connection
Michaels-Beerbaum 
believes her female 
intuition permits  
a deep relationship 
to develop with  
her horses, 
increasing her 
competitive edge.

To the second
Show-jumping  
at an elite level takes  
an extraordinary 
amount of skill and 
deep trust between 
horse and rider.  
It also depends  
on a perfect sense 
of timing. 

A Rolex Testimonee 
since 2007, 
Michaels-Beerbaum 
wears an 18 ct 
Everose gold 
Datejust Lady 31.

ELEGANCE AND 
SUCCESS  
IN THE SADDLE
by Alban Poudret

Few riders have a list 
of achievements as 
impressive as Meredith 
Michaels-Beerbaum. 
She is renowned  
for her exceptional 
elegance and the 
particular way she 
motivates her horses.
> 1992  

Meets Markus 
Beerbaum. 

> Victory at the  
Maastricht Grand  
Prix on Quick Star. 

> 1998  
Marries Markus 
Beerbaum.

> 1999  
First gold medal,  
a team victory  
(her first big 
championship)  
in the European 
Championships  
at Hickstead, on  
Stella. From now on,  
the Germans regard 
this Californian rider  
as one of theirs.



“I had to prove myself 
over and over again. 
But, over the years, 

through my 
accomplishments, I 

feel like I have opened 
a lot of doors for 

women.”
Meredith Michaels-Beerbaum

> 2000–2003  
Rides more and more 
frequently in the Nations 
Cup, despite setbacks 
including a broken leg.

> In her stables, Shutterfly 
– a Hanoverian gelding 
sired by Silvio I, out of 
Famm, daughter of the 
thoroughbred 
Forrest XX – is about to 
create a sensation in 
the equestrian world. 
Michaels-Beerbaum 
and Shutterfly do not 
get off to an auspicious 
start, and she comes 
close to giving up on 
her nervous horse.

> 2004  
Triumphs with Shutterfly 
in the Rolex IJRC 
Top 10 final in Geneva.

> 2005  
Wins her first FEI  
World Cup™ Final in 
Las Vegas, on Shutterfly 
and three months  
later is victorious in the 
Aachen Grand Prix.

> Wins a team gold  
medal at the European 
Championships  
in San Patrignano,  
on Checkmate.

> 2006  
In December, 
Michaels-Beerbaum 
and Shutterfly win their 
second Rolex IJRC  
Top 10 Final in Geneva.

> 2007  
Victory at the European 
Championships in 
Mannheim, becoming 
the second woman 
after France’s Alexandra 
Ledermann (1999)  
to win since the 
championships were 
opened to women  
in 1974.
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was one of the hardest 
decisions I have ever had 
to make,” she recalls. 
People said she would 
never compete in the 
Olympics and never ride 
in a European Championship because the Germans 
would never accept a woman on the German team, but 
this did not shake her resolve. “I was still sure that this 
was where I wanted to be. I was pursuing my passion,  
I was with the man I love [German showjumper 
Markus Beerbaum], and my sponsors were here too.”

In 1999, she had the satisfaction of proving the 
doubters wrong when she became the first woman ever 
to represent Germany at the European Championships 
and the Olympics. “Trying to be the first woman ever 
in the history of this sport to make it in Germany was 
a big risk and it paid off. I made it to the top and I have 
accomplished things today that I can be very proud of.” 

Inevitably, there were many setbacks and injuries 
along the way, including a broken leg in 2003. These 
were allayed by a sheer passion for show jumping and 
the love of her horses. “I have learnt never to give up. 
My horse Shutterfly is a perfect example. He was so 
difficult as a young horse – giving up on him would 
have been the easy thing to do, but we persisted, and 
he turned out to be the greatest legend to ever live – 
and my favourite horse thus far,” she declares. 

Shutterfly took Michaels-
Beerbaum to some of her 
greatest victories: her 
World Cup wins in 2005, 
2008 and 2009; individ-
ual European Champion 

in 2007. Her relationship with the famously graceful 
horse – now retired – was based on an acute under-
standing developed over 10 years. “We are like an old 
couple,” she told reporters after winning her third 
World Cup in Las Vegas. “I am happy about the triple 
win for Shutterfly because now he will enter history,” 
she said, movingly.

The Las Vegas win was a significant moment for 
two reasons. One was deeply personal: her treasured 
stepfather, whom she credits as the catalyst for her 
riding career, had recently died. The other was purely 
technical. “It was my most perfect win, without the 
slightest fault, without the investigations, doubts and 
difficulties caused by other competitors, which have 
accompanied other wins.”

 
A  W O M A N ’ S  E D G E

Michaels-Beerbaum discovered her affinity with 
horses as a young child and soon realized she had a 
talent for riding. Watching her interact with them at 
her home and stables in Thedinghausen, in northern 
Germany, reveals her almost magical connection with 

In 1999,  
she became the first 

woman ever
to represent Germany 

at the European 
Championships  

and the Olympics.

> 2008  
Second Rolex  
FEI World Cup™ 
Final victory,  
in Gothenburg  
with Shutterfly.

> 2009  
Wins historic third 
consecutive Rolex 
FEI World Cup™ 
Final in Las Vegas, 
again on Shutterfly. 

> 2011  
Three days after 
winning the 
European Grand Prix, 
Michaels-Beerbaum 
decides to retire her 
legendary Shutterfly 
shortly before the 
Rolex Grand Prix  
at Aachen, which she 
had won with him in 
2005. The other 
competitors form a 
guard of honour for 
an emotional farewell.

> 2012  
Finishes third at this 
same Aachen Grand 
Prix on her future 
winner – Bella 
Donna. Later in the 
year she rides in  
the Olympic Games 
in London.

> 2013  
Bella Donna,  
the 10-year-old 
Holsteiner mare  
(by Baldini II), is 
placed in a number 
of prestigious Grands 
Prix (fourth in Paris, 
seventh in Stuttgart). 
And good old 
Checkmate, a circuit 
veteran at the age  
of 18, continues to 
rank well.
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them – one based on firm leadership and great affec-
tion. “A horse is not a golf club, a tennis racquet or a car. 
Horses have emotions and moods, and the rider has to 
feel what the horse is feeling. I have an acute sensitivity 
to my horses, and I am always very responsive to their 
moods, their likes and dislikes.” 

Michaels-Beerbaum believes her female sensitivity 
gives her an edge in her decidedly male-dominated 
sport. “I imagine my male colleagues would disagree, 
but I think this special relationship that one has with a 
horse is akin to the relationship between a mother and 
daughter. There is a closeness there that women have 
that is definitely an advantage.”

She speaks from experience, having given birth to 
a girl, Brianne Victoria, in 2010. People tried to tell 
her that having a daughter would stop her taking risks 
in her riding. But that has not been the case at all, she 
says, while admitting that her priorities have changed 
with her family now coming first. “I am less concerned 
with the next ribbon, title and competition.”

F I R S T  L I G H T

The leaves are turning at Thedinghausen – the smell 
of a crisp autumn lingers in the air. Ivy climbs up the 
stable walls and – almost as if on cue – horses poke 
their heads out of their stalls, showing off perfect 
grooming and glossy manes. The pond in the back-
ground is still and the willows overhanging the drive 
add a touch of intimacy and charm. The main house, 
with its traditional thatched roof, white walls and 

black trim, is cosy and welcoming, decorated with 
iron-cast lanterns that give off a soft glow still visible 
at dawn’s first light. 

Michaels-Beerbaum sips a cappuccino and chats 
happily with her daughter before checking the time 
on her watch and heading off to the stables to start 
training. Through her back porch window, she watches 
her retired horses, her beloved Shutterfly among them, 
galloping in the fields while the sun rises slowly over-
head. It is an idyllic sight.

Being a wife and a mother, competing at the top 
of the sport while running a business, Michaels-
Beerbaum is the first to acknowledge how much she 
owes to the dedicated team at Thedinghausen, many 
of whom have been there for 14 years.

Top bil l ing goes to her husband Markus 
Beerbaum, a member of the German equestrian 
team, whom she met in 1992 and married six years 
later. Recognizing his wife’s talent, he progressively 
put his own career on hold to allow his champion to 
achieve her dreams. 

He manages the stables, the health and training of 
the horses and the young riders who come to learn 
from a man reputed to be one of the best trainers in 
Europe. “I could never manage without my husband 
Markus. He is the love of my life, my friend, business 
partner and trainer – and I am very proud of the rela-
tionship and life we’ve built together… It’s like living 
in a little paradise and I am convinced the horses feel 
that way too.” Perfect 

harmony
Horse and rider 
develop an enduring 
affinity, thanks to 
Michaels-Beerbaum’s  
sensitivity to her 
horse’s moods.

Stable life
Michaels-Beerbaum 
acknowledges how 
much she owes to 
the dedicated team 
and excellent 
facilities at her 
Thedinghausen 
stables, in northern 
Germany. 


