Insights from an Olympian

Jessica Ransehousen teaches in North Carolina.
By Liz Bromberg and Lynn Leath

Braving record heat, U.S. Olympian Jessica Ransehousen arrived at a clinic at North Star Training Center in Chapel Hill, North Carolina ready to teach. In 1980, Jessica began teaching Lynn Leath, the stable’s owner, guiding her from Training Level to FEI (Fédération Equestre Internationale) competition. But even after all these years, Lynn says that Jessica always teaches her something new. This time, Jessica worked with amateurs and professionals from Training Level to Grand Prix. 


Adult amateur Liz Bromberg and her Trakehner mare, Magda, were preparing to compete at Training Level. Jessica observed that the mare moved with plenty of impulsion but that she could “take over” at times. As a result, the trot was quick and flat and the upward transitions to the canter suffered. To address these issues, Jessica recommended riding transitions on the 20-meter circle. 


Starting at the trot, every time the mare began to quicken her pace, Jessica asked Liz to make a downward transition to walk. After a steady rhythm was established at the walk, Liz was to pick up the trot. Each time the mare began to “take over” Liz made a downward transition and repeated the process. After the mare steadied on the circle, the process was repeated on diagonals, centerlines and serpentines throughout the arena. During this exercise, Jessica emphasized that the aids must be consistent in each downward transition—firm back, elbows back slightly, knees into the saddle. She explained that these same half halt aids cue transitions within the gaits as well as between the gaits.


In preparing for the transition from trot to canter, Jessica had the rider slow the trot tempo first then ask for the canter. Again, if the mare began to quicken in anticipation of the upward transition, Jessica instructed her to make a downward transition within the trot or to the walk. With repetition of this exercise, the horse began to respond to smaller, subtle aids from the rider’s seat and became visibly connected and steadier. Eventually, the half halts came through effectively, the horse’s poll came up, and the transitions between the gaits became smoother. 


Jessica also noticed there was an opportunity to improve her scores by paying attention to the geometry of the one-loop serpentine. She said to focus on symmetry: straight-line segments between the corners and the shallow loop in the center, which helps to keep the figure neat and ensure that the horse doesn’t appear to fall from one bend into the other; staying on the centerline (at X) for about one horse length, otherwise, the loop will flatten; looking where you are going, specifically at the letters. By paying attention to these key elements in the serpentine, the rider is able to ride the pattern precisely and better demonstrate the quality of her horse’s bending. 


Adult amateur Donna Christopher and her Hanoverian gelding, Dancer, were preparing to compete at First Level. Dancer, tended to get strung out and trail with his hind legs. In order to demonstrate the required degree of thrust and throughness necessary for First Level, Jessica highlighted that the horse needed to step under and shift more weight onto his hindquarters.


Jessica also asked Donna to practice downward transitions on the 20-meter circle—walk–halt, trot–walk, canter–walk. She then rode the same transitions through the test movements, asking for a downward transition every time the horse began to lengthen his stride without being asked. Throughout this exercise, Jessica reiterated the importance of riding the downward transition properly. She reminded Donna to keep her back firm with her knees into the saddle to anchor the lower back. The elbows, upper arms and torso should work together as a unit. By the end of the session, the horse was stepping under significantly better than at the start. His trot became more active and less sprawling. Additionally, his downward transitions came promptly.


Adult amateur Kristi Williams and her Percheron/Thoroughbred gelding, Graphite, rode Second Level, Test 4, scoring in the mid 60s. In preparation for the pair’s next competition, Jessica focused on the downward transitions from medium to working gaits, pointing out the need to demonstrate a clear difference for higher scores. She explained that corners and circles naturally tip the horse onto his hindquarters, so the rider can use these school figures to her advantage. In this instance, she had the rider make a 10-meter circle at M, lengthen along the rail to P and make another 10-meter circle. On the long side, she directed the rider to think long stride with your seat, and on the circle to think short stride with your seat. Jessica explained that because the horse had to both turn and shorten his stride he has to bring his hind legs under himself. “The benefit of the circle,” she noted, “is that it does the work to help you bring the horse back, and it gives you the feeling you want to create in the downward transition.” 


After working through this exercise, the horse developed a much clearer difference in the transitions between the working and the medium gaits, and he showed an uphill carriage. Moreover, because the rider had experienced the proper feel for the transitions by working on the circle, she easily found the appropriate mix of driving and balancing aids when she translated the exercise to work on straight lines.


Lynn Leath and her 8-year-old Hanoverian gelding, d’Artagnan, had recently qualified for the inaugural U.S. Equestrian Federation (USEF) National Developing Horse Championship. Jessica began the session by emphasizing that there is a difference between activating and pushing. The rider needs to clearly differentiate the aids for each of these elements. The rider’s goal should be to encourage activation behind, not create a longer stride. The horse needs to be lively not flat. When the hind end is not properly activated, the front feet dwell on the ground, the whole front end comes down and you can actually hear the front hooves hit the ground (they become louder than the hind legs). Therefore, the rider needs to lift the front end to eliminate any dwelling. Jessica had the rider begin with a two-step exercise: 

1. Lateral work in the walk. This is an excellent warming up exercise for activating the hind end without pushing into a long stride, as might happen at trot.

2.  Canter on a 10-meter circle to create the feeling that the canter is carrying itself. 

Following these exercises, the sound of the horse’s footfalls became even from front to back as the hind end activated and the front end lifted. The horse’s stride became steadier and, once again, the circle came in handy and helped the rider by doing part of the work.


Next, Jessica focused on the medium and extended gaits. She noticed that the horse lengthened with his legs and shortened with his neck. To open up the throatlatch and lengthen the horse’s neck, she suggested thinking about the lengthening like a wave that lifts up and out, rather than traveling flat like a road. To address this idea, Jessica had the rider work on a 20-meter circle, riding variations of collection and forward. “The circle figure helps to keep the horse thinking about his hindquarters,” she explained, “In turn, the rider doesn’t have to make so many corrections.” She directed the rider to keep track of her horse’s shoulders as he lengthened and lightly tap the horse on the shoulder to let him know to lift it and not his neck. The goal was to teach the horse to associate lengthening with staying up. As a result, the horse opened up in the throatlatch, the curve of his neck became uniform from withers to poll and the horse no longer hit the rider’s hands. Lynn was then able to give, and the horse stayed up. Jessica congratulated Lynn on the effort but cautioned that at his age you shouldn’t expect an enormous amount of impulsion without some flattening, because the horse doesn’t yet have the strength to hold it. Jessica warned, “You can’t create more that you can control, or it looks like he’s running away.” 


Trainer Patrick Marley and his 15.2 hand Quarter Horse mare, Honey, have trained to Intermediaire I, scoring in the mid 60s. Jessica pointed out that because the horse does not have tremendous natural scope or brilliance, so the rider needs to make up points with steadiness and accuracy. During the tempi changes, the mare showed some inner tension and became shorter and quicker when the rider made a correction. Jessica encouraged Patrick to focus on making the changes clean and steady. “As the mare gains confidence,” she predicted, “she will get slower and more expressive.” She cautioned that if he pushes for too much, the horse would have mistakes or irregular strides, resulting in deductions. 


In the pirouettes, Jessica directed Patrick to sit firm with his back to hold the mare’s body weight back, so she did not cover too much ground with each stride. As he rode the pirouette, she said to “put weight into your knees,” and with this simple comment his horse immediately demonstrated much smaller pirouettes! She also reminded the rider to use his eyes and look at the letter in order to ride straight out of the pirouette.


In the halt–rein-back, Jessica commented that the mare appeared to get worried, perhaps due to sensitivity in the back. Therefore, she recommended that the rider try lightening his seat to make the mare comfortable and willing to lift her back.


Trainer Joe Sandven and his Hanoverian gelding, Rocky, were preparing to make their debut at Grand Prix. In the passage, Jessica pointed out that the leg asks the horse to heighten expression, not shoot forward. She directed Joe to squeeze his hands to keep a steady feel of the horse’s mouth. She suggested that he alternate between shorter and longer strides to strengthen the horse. Jessica cautioned not to push the horse so much that he gets uneven steps but to “keep it short and active.” Additionally, she emphasized the importance of having the horse’s legs move evenly in the front and back, not overly expressive in front and walking in back. 


In the passage–piaffe transitions, Jessica recommended that the rider teach the horse “that he can do little passage steps so he can transition easily to and from piaffe.” She reminded the rider that “when you lose forward intent, it won’t be right.” In the half pass, Jessica had the rider set up the movement with a 10-meter circle to help create bend. She reiterated the idea of letting the figures help you teach the horse. In the pirouette, she told Joe to use his eyes to ride out of the movement by looking at the letter he was riding toward.


In the tempi changes, Jessica observed that the horse gradually increased his stride and lost collection. She reminded Joe to think lift through the changes. She cautioned not to push for more right away. “The horse is only 9,” she pointed out. “Let that come over time as he gets stronger.” She told the rider to focus on making the changes clean in the test for now. “They will improve over time,” she assured him, “but you will get deductions if you press and get irregular strides.” The goal for the developing Grand Prix horse should be for him to learn to like the test and to make it clean, correct and flowing. “Add brilliance later,” she counseled. Her final comment to us was, “Don’t ask the horse for too much too soon. Our primary goal should be to keep our horses happy, relaxed and confident.”
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