
By DELORES KUHLWEIN

Riding
Linesthe

between

Utter the words “Amateur status” and suddenly you’ll 
find you have a captive audience, whether you 
whispered, shouted or even texted the words.  It’s as 

juicy a topic as any when it comes to showing horses, and 
just bringing it up can elicit a response something like the EF 
Hutton financial broker commercials of the past —say it, and 
everyone pauses to listen.  

If you don’t think Amateur status is a big deal, think again, 
because for APHA alone, staff time dedicated to investigating 
reported Amateur and Novice Amateur violations can total 
350 hours annually, Executive Director Billy Smith says.  

“We investigate every complaint, and we prepare cases 
against those with whom we have evidence that someone 
received money for training horses or that they solicited cus-
tomers as a trainer in violation of the Amateur rule,” he said. 

Retaining unchallenged Amateur  
status doesn’t have to be tricky.
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“Amateur status may only be maintained by 
continual refusal of remuneration, and an 
Amateur may not solicit for any services related 
to equine training or instruction.”
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Per the Official APHA Rule Book, Amateur status may 
only be maintained by continual refusal of remuneration, 
and an Amateur may not solicit for any services related to 
equine training or instruction. 

The cases that reach the APHA Executive Committee are 
not those developed from hearsay, but rather hard evidence. 
After the initial complaint, staff is still required to search for 
information that might or might not exist. 

“We are looking for receipts, advertising, social media 
posts or anything else that definitively points to a rule viola-
tion,” Billy said.  

The Amateur rule is not unique to APHA—most major 
associations, including the American Quarter Horse Asso-
ciation, National Reining Horse Association and National 
Reined Cow Horse Association, have similar strict Amateur 
policies. Sometimes, however, it’s just a matter of knowing 
the rules.  

Stay in the Know
Even with a clear set of guidelines, exhibitors can find 

themselves faced with the possibility of violations if they 
don’t understand a certain rule, and new trends in society 
such as crowdfunding continue to raise questions.  

Words like “remuneration,” “solicitation” and “owner-
ship” are defined in the Official APHA Rule Book, a power-
ful tool in preventing confusion.  

“Some folks stumble in the area of social media. The elec-
tronic record never goes away,” Billy said. “In the end, our 
business is always better served when people carefully read 
and understand the rulebook and consider what is best for 
the Paint Horse industry.”

Even though the rules are clear, misunderstandings about 
certain areas of the book can cause the most difficulty for an 
Amateur and association alike, Billy says.  

“One of the places that Amateurs seem to misunderstand 
is the remuneration and solicitation rules,” Billy said. “They 
seem to think that if they advertise and don’t obtain clients, 
then it’s not a violation, when the sheer fact that they adver-
tised makes them ineligible.”

Keep Your Distance
Whether you have a 9 to 5 job, a family and a busy 

schedule, or you’re deeply entrenched in the horse industry 
as a breeder or trainer’s spouse, keeping the rules straight is 
the best strategy for worry-free showing. 

“Many people get our rules confused with other associa-
tions. APHA’s rules regarding the spouses of trainers are 
more restrictive than most other associations,” Billy said. “I 
encourage people to read the rulebook carefully. Showing 
horses that your spouse receives remuneration for training is 
an issue where spouses often struggle.”

For Amateurs who are trainers’ spouses, keeping distinct 
lines is extremely important. John Zeldenthuis of Fruita, 
Colorado, is co-owner of Limelite Show Horses with part-
ner Brian Henry, but he’s also busy with his own career as 
a breeding manager for Talleyville Equine Reproduction, 
running Limelite’s clothing business and parenting a grow-
ing family.  

When faced with a conflict, such as questions posed by 
clients, John doesn’t hesitate.  

Even though John co-owns Limelite Show Horses with 
partner Brian Henry, he makes sure to keep his distance 
from the business’ training aspect so that he can compete 
as an Amateur.

John Zeldenthuis’ hard work as an Amateur has paid off 
with multiple world and reserve world championship 
with Paints like Maybe Tomarno, who helped him earn 
the All-Around Novice Amateur title at the 2012 APHA 
World Championship Show.
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“Everyone thinks that because I am a trainer’s spouse that 
I have all the answers, but truth is, I have just as many ques-
tions about what I’m supposed to do on my horse!” John 
said. “When people ask for my help, I always laugh and say, 
‘Better ask Brian on that one!’ ” 

John admits it’s tough to be in a highly scrutinized position 
as an Amateur intertwined in the horse industry.  

“Because you are their spouse, all eyes are on you and the 
pressure is insane,” John said. “There are always people who 
think it’s not fair for me to be an Amateur, and there are 
always people talking about my status as an Amateur, but the 
truth is I truly am a Novice rider. My horse usually gets the 
least amount of time with the trainer; I am put on the back 
burner to all the clients in the barn because clients always 
come first.  That being said, I have to work really hard in 
order to be successful.”

The Right Thing at the Right Time
When Laura Spell of Spell Show Horses in St. Louis, Mis-

souri, made the decision to become a professional, she knew 
it was the right thing to do in her situation after marrying 
trainer Wade Spell. She was presented with an opportunity 
to contribute to the industry as a professional, and they both 
felt she was ready to take the leap.

“I am very happy with my decision to become a 
trainer,” Laura said. “I was very lucky because I became 
a professional for an established business with a great 
support system of family, customers and a husband who 
believes in me.”

Laura Spell, a former Amateur, turned professional 
after marrying Wade Spell. She now rides and trains 
as part of Spell Show Horses, a transition made eas-
ier due to the support of family and friends.
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Now that she has stood in both sets of shoes, she thinks 
deciding on which side to walk on is a black-and-white 
decision.  

“If you are not looking to make a living training horses, I 
would suggest staying an Amateur,” Laura explained. “There 
are more classes to show in and more opportunities for 
Amateurs.”

Enjoy the Ride
Once the rules are clear to a participant, it is easy and wise 

to remain an Amateur, which includes the largest group of 
APHA competition. From Novice Amateur classes to the 
new Amateur Walk-Trot program to the tried-and-true Ama-
teur division, abundant opportunities exist for those who 
wish to show in a class of their peers without the worry of 
competing against experienced professionals. Working hard 
to accomplish goals and learning through the experience can 
make being an Amateur the best season of one’s show career.

“I work hard to accomplish everything I do, and I still have 
so much to learn,” John said.  

Delores Kuhlwein is a special contributor for the Paint 
Horse Journal. To comment on this article, email  
feedback@apha.com.

Laura recommends remaining an Amateur unless 
you’d like to make a living training horses.

“If you are not looking to make a living training 
horses, I would suggest staying an Amateur.”
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Did You Know?
• APHA, American Quarter Horse Association, 

National Reining Horse Association and National 
Reined Cow Horse Association are just a few 
of the organizations that require family owner-
ship of a horse exhibited in Amateur or non-pro 
events. (AM-020)  

• Remuneration refers to any type of payment for 
services, and it cannot be received by an Amateur 
in relationship to showing, training, assisting in 
training or judging, for example. Remuneration 
restrictions apply for a period of 60 months prior 
to the date an application for Amateur status is 
received, and at all times when an Amateur card 
is held by an exhibitor. (AM-010.A. 2-3)

• Students competing as Amateurs or Novice 
Amateurs can show college- or university-owned 
horses if an application is approved and eligibility 
requirements are met. (AM-020.4.)

• Novice Amateur eligibility differs from Amateur 
eligibility.  For example, a waiting period of five 
years is in effect for professionals who wish to 
regain Amateur status. However, a pro can never 
be a Novice Amateur, even after the five-year 
waiting period.  (AM-205.4).

• Beginning in 2015, Amateurs can compete aboard 
a leased horse, provided a show lease application 
and fee are filed with APHA.

• APHA Amateurs may not possess a current 
membership in a professional association such 
as Women’s Professional Rodeo Association or 
the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association, or 
within five previous calendar years.

• Most associations, including NRHA, NRCHA, and 
AQHA, do not allow any payment of any Amateur 
expenses by anyone other than family members 
(most consider it remuneration). Payment by 
someone other than family does not disqualify an 
APHA Amateur, as long as the Amateur exhibits 
a self- or family-owned horse and APHA rules are 
being followed. Rule SC-160.G.3, for instance, 
prohibits payment of another exhibitor’s fee for 
the purpose of enlarging a class.

For more informa-
tion on the APHA 
Amateur program,  
or to download a 
copy of the  
Official APHA  
Rule Book, visit  
apha.com/forms/
rule-books.
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