LifestyleSport

Freeriding

If you're happy in a saddle and weigh less than 80 kilos, a canter across
the unspoilt Condroz could be what you need. Deborah Forsyth filled
her pockets with sugar lumps and set off

e don't do dres-
‘ w sage here. And
Hugues Latteur as he brushes down one
of his three Arabian horses in a light driz-
zle. I's Saturday afternoon at the end of
summer, and Latteur has just been out
riding for three hours with two cus-
tomers of his year-old venture, Galops-
nature.

In spite of the weather, Karina, a Ger-
man, and Michael, a Briton, both down
from Brussels, look unfazed. “It’s great
to escape the bars of Brussels and ride in
the open country,” says Karina. “It's good
riding land around here,” adds Michael.
*The Condroz is unspoilt. I could imag-
ine life here 100 years ago.”

The Condroz (the ‘2’ is silent) is the
region between Namur, Huy and Dinant.
Ciney is its capital. Most people bypass
it, which is odd - it's an attractive mix of
lush woodland and open meadows criss-
crossed by narrow winding roads. Fat
cows lie lazily in every other field and
low-lying limestone farmhouses and
chiteaux nestle in leafy copses. It is pic-
ture-book countryside.

Galopsnature's headquarters — a pad-
dock and a hangar — are situated bang
in the middle of the Condroe, at the
far end of a farm belonging to
the Chateau de Wagneée. “Life
around these parts still has a
whiff of Medieval times,”
says Latteur,35. “Most of the
land is owned by one or two
aristocrats who rent it to ten-
ant farmers, who in turn
rent it to the likes of me,” |

His idea to rent out Arabian |
horses for rides — he has
three, one of which he rides
when accompanying clients -
came to him in the mid-1990s.
“I was on holiday in Provence
and I went on a riding trip with my
wife, and just fell in love with horses

we're not a
beauty school for
horses,” SHVE
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and riding again.” Latteur hadn't been
on a horse since he was a child, but as
soon as he got back home, he enrolled at
a riding school and re-learnt the essen-
tials. He bought three horses from
Provencal horse-breeder Louis Chardon,
brought them to Condroz in 2000, broke
them in, tried them out on friends, and
launched the business last summer.

“T had some trouble with one of them
—the largest, a thoroughbred. Compared
to half-breeds, they tend to be more skit-
tish. He threw me regularly. In the end,
though, he was walking behind me obe-
diently and responded to orders.”

In keeping with their origins, Latteur
has given his chestnut horses Arabic
names — Im'Raguen, Indou and Ispahan.
He is clearly very fond of them. “I don't
believe in the Western-style of riding, of
zuiding a horse by rein-pulling and
whipping. I like to talk to them as much
as possible. [ don't put bits in their teeth,
either. My horses have known each other
since they were young — they're six vears
old now - and they'll get worried if one
goes off without the other. They're very
gentle ”
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On most rides, he explains, customers
zo at a canter. “Galloping is thrilling, but
it makes the horses excitable. Their eyes
roll more and they can look frighteningly
mad.”

Renowned for their endurance, Ara-
bian horses are relatively small, and so
Latteur imposes an 80 kilo weight limit
on riders. For customer Michael, it was
touch and go: “I was borderline,” he
says. “But after a lengthy correspon-
dence, and some reflections on my
weight, Hugues decided to accept me.”

This is not a riding school. “Anyone
wanting to go for a ride must be com-
forrable in a saddle and should know
how to trot, canter and gallop,” says Lat-
teur. It's easy to see why he wouldn't
want to waste time. The riding mostly
takes place at the weekends, outside his
waork as adviser to State Secretary for the
Environment and Sustainable Develop-
ment Olivier Deleuze, and family life in
Namur.

On my way back to Brussels, Latteur
shows me some of the sights that can be
seen on the rides, including the envi-

ronmental artworks of La Féte de Mai







