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Foreword

Judging Hunters and Hunt Seat Equitation, now in its fourth edition, has been a useful tool for judges and exhibitors since it was first published. Explaining the judging standards of the sport and giving photographic examples of good and bad aspects of performances of both horse and rider, it was viewed at its inception as a companion to the rule book and endorsed by the American Horse Shows Association [now United States Equestrian Federation (USEF)] at its convention in Williamsburg, Virginia, in January 1985.

Anna Jane White-Mullin has been a very passionate professional as a rider, clinician, judge, and author. I have found her writings to be extremely helpful to me and my students, and I appreciate her dedication in updating her book several times through the years so that the information would remain current in our ever-changing sport.

So much has changed in our sport over the decades. I have been involved with hunters, hunter seat equitation, and jumpers for the past 50 years, and I think the only things that remain the same are the core fundamentals of riding and training. Through the past decades, horse types and breeds have changed, equipment has advanced, different classes are offered, and certainly the rules have changed or been updated. The list of changes is far too much to mention them all here, but the changes that affect the judging of hunters and hunter seat equitation are included in this book and should be helpful in guiding both judges and exhibitors in staying up-to-date with the times.

This is why I feel that the updated version of Anna’s original book is so valuable to anyone involved with our sport. I strive every day of my life to stay current in our industry, and I know what a challenge this is! I applaud Anna and her ambition to keep Judging Hunters and Hunter Seat Equitation current so we may all have access to this valuable tool, as well as gaining a sense of our sport’s history. This book is a must read, and I am honored to have some involvement working with such a talented fellow professional.

Frank I. Madden

Capital Hill Show Stables, Wellington, Florida

“R” judge in Hunters & Hunter Seat Equitation; coach of 26 National Champions in the USEF Medal, ASPCA Maclay, USET Final, and WIHS Final, including Brianne Goutal, the only junior rider to have won all major equitation finals; recipient of “Developmental Coach of the Year” award from U.S. Olympic Committee; featured in the Animal Planet series, Horse Power: The Road to the Maclay.



Preface

While attending a USEF judges’ clinic in Charlottesville, Virginia, many years ago, I realized the participants were asking questions that had never been addressed in print. Although we have the USEF Rule Book to use as a basic guideline, it does not include the thousands of details about performance that come into play when a person is judging a class.

In 1984, when Judging Hunters and Hunter Seat Equitation was first published, much had been written on the subject of how to ride, but nothing had been written concerning how committing errors in the show ring affected the relative placement of horses and riders. By providing this information, I hoped to answer many of the questions posed by judges, riders, and trainers and to standardize judging practices on a national basis for under-saddle classes, hunter classes over fences, conformation, and hunter seat equitation on the flat and over fences. The book is now in its fourth edition, and I have strived through the years to keep it updated so that it could continue to be a reliable companion to the USEF Rule Book.

Oral transmission of this information is impossible in many areas, since there are only a few parts of the country where the sport is sophisticated enough that correct information would be passed on through conversation or day to day experience. I believe this book can be beneficial to those judges, riders, and trainers who want to increase their knowledge, but do not have the personal contacts or the financial means to go outside their areas for the length of time necessary to significantly further their education.

Beyond the transmission of specific information, I am interested in the potentially positive effect Judging Hunters and Hunter Seat Equitation can have on participants’ attitudes toward horse shows. I believe, for the betterment of the sport, there should be a written explanation of how horses and riders are judged so competitors will realize that there are set standards for judging and that they can have faith in the integrity of the sport.

Finally, I feel that a person has accomplished nothing if he is only self-serving in his goals. While my study of various aspects of horse sport has brought personal enjoyment for many years, it will only bring a sense of fulfillment if I can benefit someone else by sharing what I have learned.

Anna Jane White-Mullin
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Note to the Reader

The photographic examples that accompany the text are a combination of staged photos using models and photos taken during competitions. These moments captured on film are intended for instructional use only and in no way indicate the overall ability of rider and horse.

Throughout the book, I will often “pin the class” by placing the errors discussed in their order of severity. In every case, I am assuming the horses being pinned are the only horses in the class, for many of the faults that will be placed would keep the horses that committed them out of ribbons in most competitions.


1

 Under-Saddle Classes
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The Ideal Horse

The USEF Rule Book states that horses being shown in under-saddle classes “should be obedient, alert, responsive, and move freely.” Let’s begin by examining the ideal horse, one that exhibits all of these qualities.

The ideal horse moves freely, stretching for long, athletic steps instead of taking short, high steps. Viewed from the side, it will be seen to swing its legs close to the ground and reach to the full length of its stride at all gaits (figs. 1.1 A–D). Observed from the front or hind perspective, it travels squarely.
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1.1 A–D This pony is an “excellent mover,” skimming its toe across the ground at the walk (A & B), then sweeping its leg forward with a low, long step to reach the full extension of its stride (C & D).



This ideal animal is “on the bit” and in a balanced frame at all gaits. It is neither “overflexed,” with its head forced behind the vertical, nor is it strung out on loose reins with no frame at all; rather, it is positioned between these two extremes. The ideal frame for each horse depends on its particular conformation, disposition, and locomotion (figs. 1.2 A–C). For safety reasons, “light contact with the horse’s mouth” is required by the Rule Book, so any horse being shown on reins so loose that they compromise the rider’s control must be penalized.
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1.2 A–C “On the bit,” with impulsion at the trot, the pony strides forward with a sense of purpose (A). The side view (B) shows the floating appearance and very long stride that are indicative of an “excellent mover.” From the rear view (C), the pony’s impulsion and balance are still obvious. This animal has wonderful natural carriage, staying well-balanced even when its young rider loses steady rein contact in frames B and C.



Our ideal horse keeps a constant rhythm at each gait and maintains appropriate forward momentum into downward transitions, making them smooth rather than abrupt. Its hindquarters, well under it, demonstrate continuous forward impulsion. On the corners of the ring the horse is bent from head to tail in the direction of travel, and on the straight sides of the ring, its body is straight (figs. 1.3 A & B).
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1.3 A & B Although these horses are pictured in a class over fences, they provide a good comparison of a horse that is not bent on the corner (A) to one that is correctly bent in the direction of travel (B). Notice the difference in balance and field of vision.



This ideal animal is prompt, yet smooth, in both upward and downward transitions. It is relaxed, but not dull, and is willing to go forward. Attentive, but calm, it doesn’t become excited or buck and play if you call for a hand gallop. A pleasant expression and ears pointed forward indicate the animal’s cooperative attitude.

Now the ideal is established, let’s look at a variety of performance faults you may see while judging and consider their relative penalties.

Unsafe Performance

Unsafe behavior receives the heaviest penalties in this as in every phase of hunter seat riding that is judged on quality of performance. The horse that bolts (runs off) with its rider and the horse that rears are most dangerous. Less serious offenders, but still receiving heavy penalties, are the horse that bucks and the animal that shies. These forms of bad behavior are severely penalized because they endanger the rider and can cause harm to other competitors in the class.

The only exception you might consider in this area would be a horse that bucks or shies mildly under “extenuating circumstances.” For instance, if an otherwise well-behaved horse gives a little buck when another competitor’s horse runs into it from behind, you might forgive this behavioral fault; but you should penalize severely a horse that lets out a walloping buck with no apparent provocation. Similarly, you should penalize heavily a tense horse that goes around the ring looking for trouble, shying in response to every sound and movement, or even shying at inanimate objects. However, you can be lenient with an animal that shies slightly when someone parked by the railing inconsiderately starts a noisy engine just as the horse is passing by.

In judging performance, everything is relative. The little buck or small shy might end up being a deciding factor in top company, but a horse’s normal reaction to an unusual situation should not necessarily exclude the animal from the ribbons.

Length of Stride

Less heavily penalized than the serious behavioral problems, but still considered major faults, are flaws in the animal’s locomotion. A horse with short, high-action steps lacks the athletic appearance we desire in a hunter and is often a bumpy, unpleasant ride. This “poor mover” should place only when a small number of entries or a lack of quality competition leaves you no choice (fig. 1.4).


[image: ]
1.4 This “poor mover” has mostly upward motion at the trot, with its hocks and knees displaying excess vertical action and its upright neck adding to the impression of extreme vertical motion.



Preferable to this is a “fair mover,” a horse that has either a long stride and high action or a short stride and low action—that is, its way of moving is good in some respects, but it still has a major locomotion flaw (figs. 1.5 A & B).
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1.5 A & B Seen at both the stretch phase (A) and the raised-joint phase (B) of the trot, this horse appears to be a “fair mover.” Although the horse has a long neck, its high head carriage restricts the length of stride, making the stride shorter than if the horse stretched its neck down and out as it traveled.


Surpassing the fair mover in quality is the “good mover.” This horse displays a long enough, low enough stride to be in the ribbons in moderately stiff competition, or to place in higher competition if the better movers commit major faults, but it lacks the exceptionally long, flowing stride that marks a top-quality horse. A “good mover” and an “excellent mover” are virtually indistinguishable in photographs, since the main difference between the two is the extra flowing motion the “excellent mover” has, which cannot be captured when you stop the action, even in sequential photographs. However, when judging a class, it will be obvious to you which are the “good movers” that travel long and low, and which are the “excellent movers” that travel long, low, and with such ease that they seem to float across the footing.

An “excellent mover” is the picture of elegance as it swings its limbs forward with each step and stretches for the ground. This high-quality animal has minimal upward action and maximum forward thrust of the limbs (figs. 1.6 A–C). In the forelegs, the knee and fetlock joints hardly bend, so that in all gaits the hooves travel close to the ground; the animal is said to move with a “daisy-cutting” motion. The hind legs stretch forward with each step, maintaining solid impulsion at each gait and throughout the transitions. The hock joints open and close with a fluid movement that allows the horse to reach forward with its hind legs in flowing, athletic steps. Lesser movers may appear stiff in the hocks, take short steps with the hind legs, and trail their rear ends; in contrast, an excellent mover shows smooth, low, long, and powerful steps in its hind end, “engaging” its hocks while working at each gait.
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1.6 A–C In this sequence of an “excellent mover” at the canter, the animal’s long stride consistently reaches the full extension of its limbs. The pony has lots of impulsion, but remains relaxed and balanced—a winning combination.



Appropriate Frame

Besides noting length of stride, consider the horse’s general carriage or “frame.” A strung-out horse that moves with its head poking out at the end of a loose rein is most unattractive when compared to a horse that has been put on the bit and is carrying itself in a balanced frame, with hocks well under its body at each step. You are not looking for a horse to be so collected that it could perform a piaffe, but neither do you want to pin a horse that hacks quietly only on a loose rein, for the rider’s avoidance of putting the horse on the bit suggests that the animal becomes excited, resistant, or evasive when contact is established with its mouth (figs. 1.7 A–C). A horse in under-saddle classes should accept the bit and go to it willingly, rather than hang on the rider’s hands or duck behind the bit to escape pressure (fig. 1.8).
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1.7 A–C A horse can resist the rider’s hands by pulling (A), or can evade contact by raising its head (B) or drawing its head toward its chest (C).
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1.8 This horse accepts the bit and travels in a long, relaxed frame appropriate for an under-saddle class.



Body Straightness

An animal that doesn’t move straight should be penalized, since lack of straightness limits the horse as an athlete and often leads to unsoundness. However, a horse that doesn’t move straight should be penalized less severely than a short-strided animal. The reason for this is that a horse with a long, smooth stride may not move completely straight, but as long as its lack of straightness doesn’t cause lameness, the animal will have an adequate stride to make a smooth round over fences. The choppy, short-strided horse, on the other hand, may move straight, but it will never have the athletic ability to turn in a smooth, flowing trip, and its short, uncomfortable gait will make it unpleasant to ride.

Common Locomotion Faults

Any deviation from straightforward locomotion should be penalized. For instance, some horses move crookedly throughout their bodies, with their hind feet and their forefeet traveling on separate tracks (fig. 1.9). Since this crookedness pervades the horse’s every effort on the flat and over fences, you should penalize it severely.


[image: ]
1.9 A horse that moves crooked (“dog-style”) is often a sufferer from trochanteric bursitis. The animal shifts toward the sound side since the stride on the affected side is shortened.



Horses that do not move crookedly throughout their bodies may still have a locomotion problem because of the turn of their legs—either the entire leg or the leg from the knee or fetlock down. The worst fault resulting from these structural problems is “plaiting”: the animal places one foot in front of the other so that the hooves on opposite sides of the body track the same path, instead of the right feet tracking one path and the left feet tracking another (fig. 1.10). Most often found in horses with base-narrow, toe-out conformation, plaiting is heavily penalized because it can cause stumbling and result in injury to the horse and/or rider.
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1.10 In plaiting (“single-tracking”), the horse’s front feet are placed directly, or almost directly, in front of each other. Plaiting often causes stumbling and is heavily penalized in under-saddle classes.



A lesser fault in locomotion is “winging,” in which the horse brushes past the inside of one leg with the hoof of the opposite leg and places the foot outside the imaginary line from shoulder to ground on which the hoof should land during travel (fig. 1.11). Associated with toe-out conformation, winging is penalized because it can cause trauma in one or both of the legs involved, first from the brushing of the hoof against the opposite leg, and second from the excess pressure the horse places on the inside of one leg as it sets the hoof down too far to the outside of the correct path.



[image: ]
1.11 (left) Winging (“wing-in”) is penalized for the excess pressure it puts on the inside of the leg as the hoof is placed to the outside of the proper track and for the interference to the opposite leg, which often results from moving in this manner.



“Paddling” is another locomotion fault seen in under-saddle classes. Here the horse swings its foot to the outside of the imaginary line from shoulder to ground on which the hoof should be traveling and places the hoof to the inside of that line, causing excess weight to be thrust upon the outside of the foot (fig. 1.12). Associated with toe-in conformation, paddling shows a lack of proper weight distribution on the leg and a lack of straightforward thrust of the horse’s legs. However, paddling poses no danger of one leg interfering with another, so you should penalize it less severely than plaiting or winging.
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1.12 (right) Paddling (“wing-out”) causes unequal weight distribution on the leg as the foot is placed to the inside of the proper track. However, it is not as heavily penalized as winging or plaiting because paddling does not cause interference.



Rhythm, Transitions, and Bending

Rhythm is another aspect of performance to consider in judging under-saddle classes. The animal that maintains a constant rhythm at its gaits is more attractive than one that looks as though it will “die out” and break gait or one that seems to be “on the muscle,” gaining momentum with every stride. You should notice a horse’s rhythm in all gaits, including the walk, for too often judges as well as riders regard the walk as a “time out.” It is important that competitors who do try to show their mounts in a solid cadence at the walk receive credit for the quality of their performance at this often “forgotten gait.”

The rhythm of the gaits should not be broken abruptly by downward transitions that look as though the horse is “slamming on the brakes.” Both upward and downward transitions should be as smooth as possible, with a prompt and fluid transition being preferable to a prompt but abrupt one.

Besides maintaining steady rhythm in the gaits and performing smooth transitions, a horse in under-saddle classes should be bent in the direction of travel around the corners of the ring and move straight on the straight sides. A horse that negotiates corners improperly—with its head turned to the outside—should be penalized heavily, for its lack of correct bending jeopardizes its balance, limits its field of vision, and in most cases causes the animal to shorten its stride because it loses some of its forward momentum as it leans to the inside of the ring.

Summary

After you have weeded out any horses that display behavioral problems (bolting, rearing, bucking, for example), or commit major performance errors (breaking gait or picking up the wrong lead), consider each remaining animal’s action of the limbs, length of stride, and frame. Then look for alignment problems, such as crooked movement throughout the body, plaiting, winging, or paddling. After you have used the criteria detailed above to select the horses of the best quality in the class, consider each animal’s overall performance: its willingness to go forward in a definite cadence at all gaits, whether or not it was bent properly on the corners of the ring, the smoothness of its upward and downward transitions, and the general presentation its rider has made of it during the class. Next, pin the class accordingly.

Although you may call for a hand gallop in under-saddle classes (unless the class specifications do not allow it), this test often does more harm than good, for it only takes one uncontrollable animal to ruin the performances of a number of other competitors. In calling for the hand gallop, you risk losing your top horses and may find yourself in the embarrassing position of pinning several “clunkers.” I believe this is the reason the hand gallop is being seen less and less each year at major shows; many judges have found that the risk of the test outweighs any benefit it may provide in determining the best horse.


However, if you do decide to hand-gallop the horses, ask no more than eight at a time to perform the test. (Exception: In some of the Hunter National Championship classes, “twelve or less” competitors can hand gallop at the same time.) Look for animals that increase their pace beyond a canter (10 to 12 mph) to a controlled gallop (14 to 16 mph), while demonstrating the features desired during the other gaits—especially long, low strides and relaxed obedience. If a horse becomes dangerously fast or switches leads during this test, it should be dropped to the bottom of the class. Consider the condition and size of the arena before calling for this test; slippery footing or an overly small ring can threaten the safety of
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