The Return of the Young
Rider Mentorship Program

By Meagan Delisle
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ur aport is only us success-

ful us the pipeline of profes

sionals who dedieate their

cureers to seeing the sport
survive, From judges to technieal dele-
Eites Lo cotirae designoers and more, the
buckend of a horse trial s powered by
noamadl group of individuals who love
the sport of evonting so much that they
doeided to prrsoe o professional path to
feearpr i mlivee,

I'n 2008, the then Area 1X Young
Ridler Coovdinntor Vieki Howard-Fine
noted that we needed a pathway for
young Hiders to experience the behind-
the-geenes tasks that take place at
lnrge-reale FEI competitions in order
to better portray the various career
apportinities available to them in the
spart outside of riding professionally.
Thus, the Young Rider Mentorship
program was born.
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“I thought to myself, ‘How are we
going to keep these younger kids involved
in the sport if riding at the upper levels
wasn't in their foture? A number of us
talhood, and | sabd that 1 would work on
sopwething, which s what we Jdkd”

Since then, Howard-Fine has navi
gated the slew of applicant= that came
in each year and set them up with these
shadowing opportunities with officials
of all backgrounds Lo give them a first-
hand look at life as a technical deleguie,
judge, eourse disigner, and more. She
has held the selected applicants to
high standard each vear,

“I set high expectations for these
yvoung riders reganding confidentiality
and professionalism,” she shared. “It
i# really elear when you read thirough
these applications who i2 committed to
doing thi= or who i= thinking thi= is just
a eool opportunity. These applicants

who are selected are very commit-
ted and very mature, and from this
experioncs, we have had kids go on to
UBEF to work, tule on internships ot
the USEA, or begin training for other
wvermses Uhat allow thom to work within
this sport because they were exposid
to other sides of this world,”

A New Chapter

While the program took a break for a
fow years post-COVID, it came back
in 2024 a= strong as ever at the USEF
Eventing Young Rider Championships,
andl this tme with some now blood ns
Howard-Fine introduced Holly Covey
as the new program feilitutor,

“My inspiration for helping out
with the mentorship program really
began with the outstanding young

rider eoordinator of Avea 11, Chris
Donovan,” shared Covey. “She encour-
aged me and many others to help out
with the young riders program, and
like a lot of other eventers who worked
with young riders, | found them very
inspiring!"”

In 2023, Covey had the opportu-
nity to coordinate an Area [I-specific
mentorship opportonity at the Planta-
tion Field International Horse Trials
(Unionville, Pennsylvania) alongside
judge Debbie Adamz and FEI stew-
ards Fileen Pritchard-Bryan and
Catherine Baker. When Howard-Fine
began looking for her suceessom for the
program, Donovan and John Bourgoin
put Covey's name forward.

“Together, we are planning for
2025 and beyond,” said Covey, *1 can’t
praise all of the people who help with
this program enough. Without the
help of these outstanding individuals
in the aport, programa like this would
not exist. They are generous individo-
als who love the sport and want to see
young riders thrive.”

Howard-Fine and Covey have talen
thiz program, which was previously
only offered once a year at the Young
Rider Championships, and expanded
it to allow for two additional opportuni-
ties at the 2025 USEA [ntercollogiate
and Interscholnstic Eventing Cham-
pionships which takes plunee at Stable
View in Aiken, South Carolina, in May
arl 0 West Coast venue which will be
announeed at a later date,

“1 think the mentorship program
has an immense valoe to the sport of
eventing beenuse it is familiarizing our
young riders Lo the inner workings of
thie spurt from the competition manage-
ment point of view,” noted Covey,

“Up to this time in their riding
cireers, most young riders are compet-
itors, By joining a mentorship eppor-
tunity, it expands thelr exposure to
horagmanship, training, and sports-
manship. In addition, mentorship
provides o deop and close understand-
ing of the responsibility te our horses
and to the safety of the riders, And
Inatly, it exposes them to teamwork and
eooperation. The mentorship program
i8 renlly an investment in the future of
the aport, as well as a wonderful way to
allow young riders a great introduction
Lo whind coulil be o lifilong seenpation.”

The mentorship i= struetured for
riders uges 18 and up, but historically
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Howard-Fine has necepled riders as
young as H when their application
wis oo impressive Lo tarn away, She
helieves taking the program to the
USEA Intercollegiate and Interscho-
lastic Eventing Championships is an
excellent stepin the program’s growth.

“These young people are on &
different trajectory in their life,”
noted Howard-Fine. *They're gradu-
ating college soon and are beginning
to think about what they want to do
next. This is where | feel the program
really belongs.”

She is excited 1o see how the
program will continue to expand and
meet its full potential ander Covey's
guidance,

“I give Holly incredible praise,” she
shared. “She is really enthusinstic, and
1 think she will do an excellent job,”
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An Opportunity Like No
Other

Riders interested in participating in
future Mentorship Programs for the
2025 season are encouraged to reach
out 14 their Avea Young BEider Program
Coordinator for more detalls.

For the 2024 eventing season, Lwo
applicants, Nicola Villarino and [zzy
Lenk, were selected Lo participate in
the Mentorship Program ot the USEF
Eventing Young Rider Championships
at The Maryland International + Hovae
Trinls in Adamstown, Muryland.

After thedr experience, both viders
were askid to write up o summary
of their weekend taling part in the
program, Read on to see how the expe-
rience shaped them!

Nicola Villarino's Experience

As u Young Rider this year, 1 really
wanted to join in the fun and experi-
ences al the USEF Eventing Young
Rider Championships at the Maryland
International, so when ouar Area 11
Young Rider Coordinator, Chris
Danovan, suggested 1 apply for the
mentorship program, [ did. 1 was
hoping for a good educationnl experi-
ence, and it ended up being pretty magi-
cal tobe there, It really inspired me and

tought me n ot about Che managemoent
of eventing competitions,

My Favorite Educational
Experience: The Official’s
Course Walk

My first day's experience really
aponed my oves and was my favorite
part of the weak, We met with all the
judges and officials and walked all of

the courses {rom the CCI4*-5 {o the ==
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CCIT*, It was very hot and exhaust-
ing, but hearing ull of conrse designer
Lan Stark’s insights, including his plan
behind every single jump, was very
enlightening, Sometimes, some of the
officianlz may have disagreed, they
would then diseuss it, providing even
more insight.

As avider, on cross-country | never
really thought of why a jump was there,
or the intention of the designer-1 only
thonght of how to pide the jump in front
of me. Walking with the offieinls at the
championship, | learned a lot more

about what each jump was supposed
to be asking. It guve me reasons to
think a lot more about how I'm riding.
I mow ask mivself, “What is the course
designer really asking here?”, and how
lan explained the different jumps is
now going to run through my head
when I walk my course.

A Big Personal Dressage
Breakthrough

I'm a rider who struggles with the
perfection required of dressage, and
gitting in the judging booth with
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Marilyn Payme, one of the best judges
in our sport, was a bit intimidating. I
found out guickly that there was no time
Lo be shy! Things happen very quickly
in the judging booth, and vou have to
be sharp. Marilyn repeatedly said that
Jjudges really want to give the best score
that they ean to every rider, for every
meovernent, and thal one movement won't
necessarily affect the score of the next
or even Lhe total seore at the end.

They were using a new test, and |
had the experience of watching several
top riders meas up! For me, it would
mean the end of the world, but watehing
riders like my idol, Will Coleman, stay
ealm, discuss the error with Marilyn,
then continue on, was very educational
and gave me a new perapective on my
own attitude toward dressage,

Both Marilyn and Peter Gray, who
were judging together in the four-star
and two-star, were like, “Langh it off
and keep going,” and it made fora really
gooad day, Being able to jud pe from both
the booths at Cand B wagz really inter-
esting as well,

Team Work by Officials
Behind the Scenes

On cross-country day, 1 was with
Marilyn all day in all her roles as
President of the Ground Jury (BIG) for
the two-star, und 8 member of the jury
fur the four-star where Peter Gray was
thie President, All of the officials over
all the levels helped osut, They would
be in the contral center when they
were President of the division that was
running but would be ot on tho cotirse
in cortain nreas to help communiente
what was happening at the jumps or
comploxes when they were serving s
Juet membeers of the Ground Juey, The
contral centor was locnted on a hill
where about half of the eonrse was in
v, Everyone hind radios amd golf carts
or ATVe to o ahle Liw Imowie, B EIH"_'II' eonk]
watch horses and Fiders at almost every
ohstacke,

Wi were in the control cepler as
the PJG i the decision-maker for the
two-star division, but out on course for
thie rest of the dividone, including being
at Lhe four-star upper water obstaclos,
with the bounce, and witehing other
Jumps with the other officials. | saw
several of the incklents that required
the judges o make decisions and alao
spent tme walching the vet box at the
end of the course,

Throughont the day, 1 saw the
teamwork that all the officials do. The
control center was overwhelming and
exciting! There are a lot of radios to
lizten to, from the different volunteers,
the vet, the starthox, ete., and it was a
Iot to process while still watching up to
three riders who are all on eourse at the
same time. Officials have a lot coming
at them on eross-conntry day!

The amount of actual manpower
needed to create a successful competi-
tion and the amount of work that each
person is reaponsible for as a part of the
team was eve-opening. Asa rider, [ had
never realized the amount of effort the
offleials put in to make sure we all had
aanceesaful event.

The Trot-up and Show
Jumping Day

The trot-up was tense! While we
were present at the jogping strip, we
got Lo see all the Young Rider horses
presented, When some horzses were
gent to the holid box, we learned about
how the rules provided for withdruw-
ing and having a “W" versus choosing
to trot up a stiff or stieky horse a zecond
time and risk an “E" for being elimi-
nated, The judges explained the differ-
enee tous, sl we were reminded of the
fact that this netivity is in the public
eye nnid that the officinls always have
to think of the horse's welfare.

Mext, wie were able to walk the
show jumping course with course
designer Chris Barnard and help judge
in the show jumping control booth.
To me, it was surprising to learn the
eomplexitios of the sport that aren't
evident to u pider Tn show jumplng,
you go in and do your round, but | real-
ized that there are many people who
are responsible for seeing that your
round was correctly recorded. Again,
things happen fast, and the judges
have tobe ready to do more than just
eount rails, but check the time, make
sure the course is ready for the next
rider, nnd get the Fight number down,
ate,

My Overall Experiences

Overall, | had a great time, lesrned
i lot, amed left with more appreciation
for how much it takes to ran these
events. Being able to participate in the
Mentorship Frogram with my friend
lzzy Lenk was nlso fun, especially
when you add in the fnet that it was

part of the Young Rider Championship
event with our Area Il Young Rider
tearn. It was incredible!

I think that the networking 1 expe-
rienced, along with making connections
and ereating relationships, was worth
more than anything! [ have valuahle
friendships that were ereated by this
experience; Marilyn has invited me

to make sure to say “hi” at any event
she is judging or competing in, and I
am =0 homored by that! After [ have
accomplished my Young Rider compet-
ing goals, | would definitely be open
to becoming an official in the sport in
the future, and 1 feel participating in
Mentorship haz opened that door for
me!

Izzy Lenk’s Experience

On June 13, | received news that |1
was selected for the 2024 Mentorship
Program at the USEF Eventing
Young Rider Championships, held at
the Maryland International. [ was
beyond thrilbed! | had read all about
the program, and it seemed like an
incredible opportunity. Getting to
work one-on-one with the afficials at
the event, and being able to see every-
thing from behind the scenes—I was
speechless.

Wed

Wednesday was my first day, where
| met up with my friend Nicola
Villarino, who was also selected for
the Mentorship Program. We audited
Marilyn Payne's talk to the young
riders about what the judges are look-
ing for in the ring. | learned that in
FEIL, you always want some contact
in the free walk, don't completely toss
away the contact, and let your horse
free, lot him streteh into it. Then, 1
helped decorate Area 11 barn. We
maile it look very patriotic and ready
for Uhe wsekend.

Thursday

Thursday was a very exciting first
day. | got the plessure of mesting all
of the officials, including getting to
know Rumsey Keefe (the assistant
FEI and national technieal delogate),
whiy wits my first choice to ghadow for
Lhe weekend.

As we gol starled, all of the ofif-
cinls included Nicola and myself in the
cross-country course inspection. We
#tartid with the CCI4%-8 cross.coun-
try trock. This waz my first time out
s g the conrae, The TDe had already
been out on it as it is their responsi-
hility to measure and check the fences
and make sure there are an adequate
number of efforts for the level, Oneo

they feel like the course is well-suited
for the level, they invite the ground
Juries to examine it, and once 11 18
approved by them, the course is all zet
for competition,

It waz very fazcinating hearing
how the ground juries wonld question
things, and the TDs wounld explain their
perspective. | learned that even mini-
mial changes make a big difference. For
instance, maybe you need toadd a wood
hlock to make a jumps less vertical and
more friendly for the level, or mayba
you need toadd more flowers in front to
make 6 clear, more distinet proundline.
Other changes might include adding
two more flowers to the back side of a
table so the horses can resd the width
or adding some footing to level a jump
out, There are so many minute changes
that make ar break the acceptance of
the course. After the approval of the
four-star course, we went with the affi-
clals to approve the remainder of the
cotirses. [t was then time for ineh and
more talka

There was a Young Rider stewnrds
meeting where we met the afficials
amd heard a run-through of what the
wstkend would ook like, Then we were
back out on the eross-country coursa
to walk it with Inn Stark and all the
Young Riders competing. 1t was grent
to hear him explain how ehanging little
distails of this jump ean present it diffor-
ently to the horse and will affect how
the jump i= negotiated, | emerw this will
el e o Pt e eouraes 1 eide so that
I have a better idea of how the horse
will see the jumygp,

That evening the opening cereimo-
nies for the Young Rider Champion-
ehipie wore held, aml 1 had the pleasare
of helping represent Area [T, We cama
diecked out in spirit, and it was great
sewing w0 many friends and getting to

come all together to declare the start of -
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the competition. Many water balloons,
witber guns, and ruces biter we finished
up the opening ceremony,

Friday
Then it was time lor dressage day, 1
was very excited to get to sit in the

booth with Sarn Miller-Leary as she
judgod the tests. We had o system
'I.'I.'l‘l.l."i'l.' I wrote down in my notehook
what [ gave each movemont omn the test,
anl if there were differences | would
ngk why she gave the score she did. It
might have been 5 of a difference, and
u lot of the time it hod to do with the
fuet that we weres ||-||.-iiT'rn||1'|:| ot B andl

you cannol see the exact angle Lhey are
riding for the Interal movements, so the
arore has o be el of 1 the outline,

Getting to work with Sara was such
a great oppartunity and it will impact
how [ come into the dressage arena
next time. It Eave méa better under-
standing of what the judges are looking
for—1ike when the horse s stretching
Juist down Lo the shotlders sn't enough,
thie mose s hould almost be on the ground
while maintaining contact.

Afier a Ereal nm-l'l:li.:u: af _jluig-
ingr it was time for lunch, and [ got to
catch back up with my main mentor,
I'n'.ulll.-it'_\' Ht'l'rl". It was interesting Lo

Iray Lank had the opporundy © of wilh judge Sars BilseLeary i

learn what a TI) does on dressage day
and all the disputes they have to settle,
For example, if there is more than a b
percent difference in the scores that
the judge at C and the judge at B give,
the TLY haz to have the jdges meet and

go over the test and see where each of

their perspectives was coming from on
the disagreements and go from there,
At the end of the day, we attended the
FEI Rider briefing, where they got to
meet with all the FEI officials to go
over eross-country protocols, as that
wis the following day.

Saturday

Thi= was the day we were all waiting
for—eross-country day! 1 started the
duy by attending the jump judge brief-
img, andd then | went out on the golf cart
with Rumsey to check each jump judge
to make =ure they were ina good 2pot.
You want them close enough so they can
clearly see what happens at the jump,
but mot too elose a0 they become a risk
ar distraction. We also made sure there
were encugh timers for everyone who
was helping with timings and at the
stopping points on the course and just
made sure each jump judge felt ready
for the exciting day.

When everyvone was all set, the
start box opened ap, and the riders
were on their way, It was great Lo see
how the little changes to the ground
limes, the position of the jumps, and all
the other details to make the course
the best it conld be all eame together
making it able to be ridden well, 1t was
u calm morning, but after lunch, the
action started to pick up. There were,
unfortunately, =ome rider falls, and it
is the TDVs job to t e pictures of 1 he
fences to report to FEI to see if there
wag any damage and get fence repair
done quickly if needed.

There were also disputes, and it is
nlso Lhe Tl Fg 1‘|:"-'|'|n||Ih.'-'i|'|t]i1_|';' tov iliseiilis it
them. A rvider can argue a 24, and the
TD can talk to the jump judge as wall
i the other offlclals to got sveryone's
perepective, They can also take i look
at the videos that were 1II1|.I|'1| Ut an
course, From there the TD meets with
thie peersan who argued the marvk and
explaing their decision,

It i= also the T'[]"su 1'1'xi|1|1|h':|::|itilll,'
to pive dangerous riding cards (DR)
out if neceseary. If someone is riding
their horse and it ie deemed danger-
ous, it is the TD that needs to go ip to

the individual and explain that their
actions are not allowed. Alsoif there is
unauthorized assistance, for examgple,
a trainer yelling how to ride a certain
part of the course when their student
is already riding on the competition
course, [Uis al=o the TD that needs to
explain that unauthorized assistance is
not allowed. There are many obatacles
that the TD has to go through to make
the competition day run smoothly? 1
found it truly educational, and it was
an honot (o be able to azsist with that.

Az the day finizshed, there was a
competitors’ party with lots of great
people and preat food. It was very
special to be able to see courze designer
Lan Stark being recopnized for all his
hard work before he retives, and it was
an absolite pleasure meeting him. They
made it very fun at the pavty with the
meehanical bull, so | got to try that out
et wiedl. It was n fabulous bonding exper-
ence with all the competitors and officials.

Sunday
On the fingl day of the competition,
we started out with the Young Rider
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Championship trot-up, and I got to
stand close to the President of the
Ground Juries, Marilyn Pavne and
Debbie Adams, It was very fascinat-
ing to see the process of having the vet
ook over vour horse, how they looked
for soundness, and how they allowed
riderz to prezent again if they were
not accepted the first time. At the end
of the day, the officials have to make
these hard decisions to pull you out of
the competition for the best imterest of
your horse,

Then it was time for show jumping
and awards. | walked the show jump-
ing course with the show jumping
courze designer, Chriz Barnard, snd 1
learned what it takes to build & course
for a championzhip competition. 1 alzo
learned all the things he has to think
about to have it approved by the ground
juries, like how the cups supporting the
poles must have a maximum depth of
20mm. All of thi= information will help
me provide n better show jump round
next time | compete because | will be
able to look back and understamnd that
each jump wasz placed in its loeation for
a reason and there's a certain way Lo

provide the most efficient jump round
that the course dezigner had in mind.

I then had the privilege of sitting
in the judging box with Marilyn Payne
and the other officials for the two-star
show jumping class. The judging
process is very efficient, The judge has
a fimal gay on what occurs at each jump,
the scribe records the results, there
i= an announcer, and there is someone
whao puts it into the computer to deter-
miinee the competitor's final score, The
Juidge has the main timer, and there is
alzo another volunteer with a backup
timer in case there is a discrepancy in
the main timer,

I finished the weekend by watch-
ing the awards and cheering everyone
o, [t was a fantastic experience, and 1
ecannot express enongh bow thankful 1
am that [ was chogen Lo be a part of it.
This experience has allowed me to walk
away with such greater understanding
andd respect for the aport and what goes
an to make an event happen. This wasa
hig expansion of my toolbox, and being
able to become more edueated on Lhe
gport 1 love the most means the world
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Is your horse Ring Ready™?

Scan the QR code or visit mrspastures.com
ta learn about the newest addition to the

Mrs, Pastures family!




