
	  
	  

SONIA BAINES 
British Dressage Rider and Trainer 

 
 
Sonia was born in June 1975.  When she left school at 16, she went to study 
photography at college in Sheffield. It was just after she started the course that she 
went for a schoolmaster lesson, which she received as a 16th birthday present. 
The lesson was at Goodwood and when she arrived at the yard, the CDI was on. She 
saw Jennie Loriston Clarke doing the GP to music, which was hugely inspiring to 
watch before the lesson started. She had her lesson with John Lassetter and the whole 
experience including the staff and clients on such a professional yard, stuck in her 
mind. So when Sonia saw an advert in H&H advertising for staff at Goodwood she 
had to apply! She was offered a week’s trial and was offered the job.   
 
Working for the Lassetters was very hard but also very rewarding. The opportunities 
that were available to her were many and she remains very grateful to them for 
everything they did for her. Sonia went from Novice to PSG in a year and went to her 
first European Championships at 17, on the Young Riders team, on a horse called 
Sulaman, who was loaned to her by Christine and David Brown. A typical day at the 
Lassetters was busy and Sonia remained there for eight years in total, working her 
way up to head girl.  
 
During that period she rode another horse called Fonzie, who was bought by a 
syndicate of all the liveries on the yard.  She went to the Europeans on Blackie and 
him four times in total and to internationals. She got him to Grand Prix level, and her 
first GP was at Windsor Park.  
 
After leaving Goodwood Sonia returned home and her parents were then running a 
small livery business so Sonia started teaching their clients.  
 
“I didn’t think I’d like anything as much as competing - but I realised I loved teaching too. I started 
tutoring a girl called Samantha Harrison when she was seven, and by the time she was 13 I’d helped 
her to get onto the European Team with her pony. I felt so proud, that’s when I really got the teaching 
bug. When you’ve worked so are with someone and can see how overjoyed he or she is; it feels 
wonderful. It’s a success for everyone involved” 
 
At the same time as progressing with her teaching, Sonia was also still riding. When 
she moved back to Red House and began to turn her mum and dad’s livery business 
into a training yard, she purchased a three-year-old Oldenburg called William. She 
trained him until he was seven and hoped he was her next international horse. He was 
kind-hearted; a 17hh gentleman and Sonia adored him. Unfortunately, one day he 
had a tragic accident. She had turned him out and he tried to jump the fence to join 
the horse in the next field, breaking his stifle joint. She tried a mixture of box rest and 



walking in hand, but he never recovered and a year later Sonia had to have him put 
to sleep, a period she says was heartbreaking. 
 
She bought another young horse and started again. Rudi was another German horse, 
and was about five when she got him. Again Sonia had high hopes; his movement was 
even better than William’s. But his temperament was very sharp and she learned to sit 
the biggest rears and leaps! By the time he was eight he was working to advanced 
level, but, again, they were hit by tragedy. He damaged the collateral ligament in both 
his front feet. He went lame and never became sound enough to compete. He wasn’t 
safe enough to hack or be a working ride for someone, so sadly they had to retire him. 
One of Sonia’s greatest challenges in life has been having to cope with losing two of 
her best horses before they had chance to reach their full potential. 
 
Sonia now lives with her husband Phillip at Dunston Park Equestrian Centre, near 
Chesterfield, and they are currently building a new house on the land, near to his 
parents’ bungalow.  
 
On the yard they have facilities including a 20/60 outdoor arena with floodlights and 
full-length mirrors, a lunging pen, horse walker, and they hope to one day have an 
indoor school too. They are lucky as they have lots of turnout and they make all of 
their own haylege and hay. The number of horses they have fluctuates, depending on 
what is with Sonia for training, but they have a number of permanent liveries too and 
stabling for 35 horses. It’s a really mixed yard, which they like. As well as international 
dressage horses, they also have a show hunter, some who do lots of riding club 
activities, and some happy hackers.  
 
Alex Hellings is another current pupil who Sonia proud of as well as pupil Erin 
Williams.  Sonia started teaching her when she was seven, and when she was 14 she 
was given the ride on Erin Williams’ five-year-old pony Lordy. She had him two years 
and went onto win team Silver and individual Bronze at the Europeans.  Gemma 
Owen now owns Lordy and Sonia hopes to help her follow in Erin’s and Alex’s foot 
steps. Alex now rides a horse called Uvender, who Sonia has owned since he was 
three and he’s kept on her yard.  
 
Sonia credits success to having wonderful staff. Natalie Hardy has been with Phil for 
15 years and they are all incredibly dedicated and hardworking.  
 
Sirius Black is one of the stars of her yard at the moment. He’s a Hanoverian, by 
Stedinger, 17.1hh, and owned by a friend and client Alison Singleton. Sonia had been 
aware of him for a while, so when Peter Storr asked if Sonia knew of anyone who 
would be interested in him, she thought of Alison. They went to look at him together 
and she thought he’d be perfect for her to make her Prix St George debut. Alison had 
always said “she wanted a big black beauty”. 
 
Alison has always been kind enough to let Sonia compete her horses, as well as 
competing them herself.  
 
“Sirius, or Siri as we call him, is a really special horse and I’ve not felt such a bond with a horse for 
quite some time. I’ve enjoyed some fantastic successes with him, including coming 4th at the Nationals 



this summer at PSG. My ambition is to compete internationally on him and see if I can get him to 
Grand Prix level” 
 
In terms of inspirations, Sonia always been a huge admirer of Carl Hester and the 
way he produces horses, and how he copes with the pressure of competition life. Her 
mentors include Jeroen Hulsman, who has come over from Holland to train her, and 
also Stephen Clarke. Islay Auty, who Sonia met when she was Chef de Equipe looking 
after the Pony European team, is also a good friend and mentor. 
 
Looking back, Sonia would like to have competed more, but due to the bad luck with 
her two horses, and obsessiveness with perfection, it hasn’t quite worked out that way. 
In the future, she really hopes to get to a few more competitions with Sirius and other 
horses on the yard. 
 
 


