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JUMP 

  MOUND 

ABOUT DOUG PAYNE
Five-star eventer Doug Payne has brought numerous young horses from the lowest to the highest levels of 
the sport. He also competes in grand prix show jumping and upper-level dressage. He is a well-known in-
ternational competitor, trainer, judge, coach and author. Payne has produced several horses to the top level 
of eventing and rode Starr Witness on the U.S. Equestrian Team at the 2019 Pan American Games in Lima, 
earning team gold and individual fourth. In 2021, Payne resprested the United States at the Olympic Games 
in Tokyo aboard Vandiver, where he was the highest placed American. He lives in Rougemont, North Caro-
lina, with his wife and fellow five-star rider, Jessica, and their children, Hudson and Abby.

At every level of eventing, horses 
and riders are expected to be 
able to negotiate some terrain 
during the cross-country phase. 
Rarely will an entire course 
be ridden on flat ground. As a 

competitor moves up the levels, the terrain questions 
become more challenging and frequently seen. 

Five-star eventer Doug Payne shares how to build  
the skills a horse needs for a “pimple jump” and  
then walks through how to ride it.

BY DOUG PAYNE • PHOTOS BY LESLIE THRELKELD

  I approached this jump on a mound in a round, com-
pact canter so that Baymax, a 7-year-old Irish Sport Horse, 
owned by myself and the late Stephen Blauner, was able 
to push off strongly with his hindquarters.

How to Ride a

on a 



A jump on top of a mound, also known as a “pimple 
jump,” is seen on cross-country courses at all levels. The 
complexity of this question increases as you move up the levels 
from a small log in the middle of a mound to a taller jump 
presented in combination with additional fences on either side 
of the mound. 

No matter what type of fence you’re jumping, the primary 
thing to practice is maintaining the balance and energy ap-
propriate for the challenge presented. If you get to the jump 
weak and unbalanced, you might incur a penalty or have an 
uncomfortable jump that will affect the horse’s confidence or 
your approach to the next fence. 

For a jump on top of a mound, the best strategy is to have 
the horse well put together before you get to the threshold 
where the ground starts to rise. Sometimes the horse will 
peek at the fence a stride out or when he’s just about to take 
off, which diminishes his power and weakens the quality of 
his jump. You want to feel him snap off the ground at the 
base of the fence. Have plenty of power when you hit the 
upslope and use plenty of supportive leg and you’ll be in 
good shape. 

In this article,  I’ll share how to prepare a horse to negotiate 
a mound with a jump on top and then explain how to ride it. 

Before we begin, here’s one of my training secrets: I fre-
quently jump with a dressage whip. If my horse isn’t snapping 
off the ground and feels like he’s jumping out of mud, I can re-
inforce my leg aids with a dressage whip. A little tap behind the 
leg to encourage a pop off the ground can be achieved without 
removing my hand from the rein like I would have to with the 
short whip and without compromising the horse’s straightness. 
When using a short crop, the rider must remove her hand from 
the rein and it’s just about impossible to maintain straightness 
in that moment. A consistently straight horse is critical for suc-
cess in all phases.

Skills to Teach First
Early in a horse’s training, I introduce an exercise that helps a 
horse jump in a good shape and think about his footwork. For 
the purposes of jumping a fence on a mound, with this exercise 
I am also teaching the horse to not rush and instead be patient, 
thoughtful and use his body to his advantage. 

Why is this important? Well, in modern course design, 
the jumps can’t get any narrower or more angled than they 
already are, so terrain has become the X factor that can be 
used throughout the levels to expose weaknesses in training. If 
your horse isn’t balanced or is a little on the forehand, terrain 
is going to magnify any error. Master a jump on a mound, and 
you’ll be set. This exercise is the starting point.

Set an 18-inch square oxer with a placing rail 7½ feet in 
front of the fence and 7½ feet behind the fence. Starting at the 

trot, jump it several times on a big figure-eight pattern with the 
jump in the middle, changing direction each time, but make 
sure your horse is perpendicular to the jump when he reaches 
it. Your goal is to have two big circles joined over top of the 
fence. Once the horse understands the exercise at the trot and 
jumps with ease, practice riding it at the canter. The distance 
for the placing rails will be the same whether you trot or canter. 
With more experienced horses, you can tighten the figure eight 
down to 10 meters on either side. The horse often won’t expect 
the landing rail so he probably will peek at it the first couple of 
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  SKILLS TO TEACH FIRST
Riding a figure eight over a low oxer with placing rails 7½ feet 
on either side is my favorite exercise to get a horse thinking 
about his footwork and jumping with a good shape. It helps 
prepare a horse to jump a fence on a mound. First, I make sure 
Baymax is comfortable riding this at a trot, then I ask him to 
canter it. As I come out of the turn, I straighten him to the first 
pole, let him step over it, jump the fence and then step over the 
second pole before starting to turn to continue the figure-eight.

Placing Rail Square 
Oxer 18-
24" High

Placing Rail

7½'7½'



times, but it will teach him to be quick on his 
feet and jump in a round shape.

When you start to canter the exercise, if 
your horse is struggling and breaking to the 
trot, let him work out the exercise at the trot. 
If he continues to have a hard time placing 
his feet or is not strong enough to adequately 
collect his stride at the canter, you can push 
out the rails a little to give him more room.

Horses are very accustomed to jumping 
single fences without distraction. Putting 
placing rails on either side of the jump is a lot 
of stimulus for young or green horses. Prac-

ticing this exercise teaches horses to adapt 
on the fly without becoming overwhelmed. 
Letting them practice poise in the decision-
making process is important because the 
more complexity you can present them with 
in the arena, the better shot you’ll have at 
developing a careful but quick horse on cross 
country. Keep in mind to give your horse as 
much time as possible to figure out what is 
being asked. Never rush him off the ground.

We introduce this exercise early on in 
a young horse’s training, from the time he 
can trot and canter rails on the ground. 

      TIP

In the development pro-
cess with horses, keep the 
work physically easy but 
mentally challenging or the 
other way around. It should 
not be both physically and 
mentally challenging at the 
same time.
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With young or green horses, you can make the oxer really 
small and move the placing rails out a little, but even with the 
experienced horses, the jump is never over 2 feet. That way, 
if they make a mistake there is not a huge repercussion. In the 
development process with horses, I strongly believe you have to 
keep the work physically easy but mentally challenging or the 
other way around. It should not be both physically and men-
tally challenging at the same time because you risk eroding a 
horse’s confidence if he makes major mistakes with significant 
repercussions. This often brings the horse to a point where he 
doesn’t want to learn. Keep him enjoying the process.

Once a horse is comfortably cantering over the oxer with 

placing rails on a figure-eight pattern, he is ready to be intro-
duced to mounds.

An Introduction to Mounds
For a green or inexperienced horse, allow him to walk, trot and 
canter over a plain mound. Give him the opportunity to dis-
cover his own balance without the rider interfering too much.

Next, place three trot poles on the top of the mound about 
3½ feet apart so the horse can start thinking about his foot-
work and get used to having an additional element in associa-
tion with the terrain.

Let the horse sort out the strides on his own. Your job is to 
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  AN INTRODUCTION TO MOUNDS
1. Trotting and cantering over ground poles at the top of a 
mound helps a young or inexperienced horse learn to maintain 
his energy and attention during the change in terrain. First, I 
allow Baymax to walk, trot and canter over a plain mound. Then 
I place three trot poles on the top of the mound about 3½ feet 
apart and ride over it in both directions, letting him think about 
his footwork.

2. Once Baymax has mastered trot poles on the mound, I 
squeeze the poles together to create a substantial canter pole. 
I practice keeping my leg on and soft contact with the bit. Once 
again, I let Baymax sort out the striding.

1

2



keep an encouraging leg to help him 
maintain his energy from one side 
of the mound to the other. A soft 
hand encourages relaxation and 
proper use of the topline and head 
and neck by giving him the freedom 
to stretch down. Often a horse is 
going to drop his head to look at 
the jump and a restrictive hand 
makes that impossible.

Once the horse has mastered trot 
poles on the mound, you can push the three poles together to 
create a substantial canter pole. This is the horse’s first real in-
troduction to a jump on top of a mound. Practice keeping your 
leg on and a soft contact with the bit. Once again, let the horse 
sort out the striding. 

If that’s all you do the first day, no problem. When the 

horse understands and feels comfortable with this exercise, 
you can set up a jump on the crest of the mound. A low verti-
cal—no more than 3 feet—is appropriate for schooling.

Negotiating a Mound Jump
Approach and Setup
Speed is the number one problem with this type of cross-

country question. Slow down! There is so much time between 
fences on cross country, especially at the lower levels, it’s easy 
to get lulled into thinking you have a well-balanced, appro-
priately slow canter when the horse’s stride is actually getting 
longer and faster. Then when you get to the jump, you have to 
work a lot harder to get the right canter back, which uses up 
seconds on the clock. You have to be sure you’re maintaining a 
quality canter or gallop between fences so you save time setting 
up and have better jumping efforts. At the lower levels, you 
might get away with being long and flat, but as you advance up 

  NEGOTIATING A MOUND JUMP
1. On my approach to the mound, I develop a compact but power-
ful canter. We are ascending the mound with a slow speed and a 
controlled stride. Baymax is looking at the fence at the top of the 
mound and thinking about what he must do. I am staying centered 
and balanced without rushing him up the hill. 

2. My hips are slightly behind the motion but that’s OK. The last 
thing I want to do now is anticipate the fence and throw my upper 
body forward, so I keep my shoulders over my heels, soften my 
hands and let Baymax do his job. As he takes off, I will press with an 
encouraging leg in case he peeks at the landing side. 

3. Baymax has an excellent shape. He has pushed off strongly with 
his hindquarters and his topline is round but soft. I’m thinking about 
the down slope on the landing side. If I sit down hard or grab the 
bit, I will disrupt his jumping form and Baymax could drop his hind-
quarters and catch the rail with his back feet.

4. Because Baymax maintained a good shape, he was able to easily 
clear his hind legs over the jump and coil them back under himself 
for a balanced landing. As he canters carefully off the mound, I let 
my weight shift back slightly so as not to push him onto the fore-
hand down the slope.

5. Note: Don’t panic if your horse breaks to a trot on the approach 
to a mound. If you try to chase him back into a canter, he will be-
come unbalanced and worried. Instead close your leg and support 
him with a soft contact. Keep your hips behind the motion so you 
don’t jump ahead.
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      TIP

For a green or 
inexperienced 
horse, first allow 
him to walk, trot 
and canter over a 
plain mound.

1

2



the levels, that will come back to bite you.
How I ride the approach to a jump on a mound depends 

on how adjustable the horse is. If he is super-adjustable, I start 
slowing down about six strides out. If he is stronger or less 
adjustable, I give a mini half-halt about 15 strides out to gauge 
where he is. If he is really responsive, great. If not, I start setting 
him up sooner. If you check in to see where your horse is in 
terms of attention and obedience, you get a feel for how much 
time is required for the right setup. When in doubt, start early. 
This is not where you’re going to win by saving a few seconds.

For this type of fence, you want a round, compact canter 
but a slow speed. As long as the horse can maintain his power 
and straightness, slower is better. If you’re coming in fast, 
maintaining an appropriately balanced canter that doesn’t end 
up on forehand will be difficult. If the horse ends up long or 
quick, he will feel like he has run into the bottom of the bank 
and belly slide across the top. Power is the key, not speed. So 

work to create power in the canter so you have a nice round 
jump. A fast, flat canter will give you a fast, flat jump, and 
that’s when accidents happen. In general, you want the horse 
to change his shape so the canter is packaged, energetic and 
quick-footed when needed. The oxer-and-placing-rails exercise 
that we started with helps teach a horse what this canter feels 
like and how it makes his job easier. 

Compress the stride to create power in the hindquarters 
and lift in the shoulders. The goal is to create amplitude not 
stride length. Use a supportive, hugging leg to “lift” the belly 
up. When you do that, the horse might want to go faster and 
more forward. If he does, use a compensatory amount of hand 
to restrict his speed while applying leg at the same time to 
shorten the stride while maintaining power. When you feel him 
compress the stride as you asked, make sure you soften your 
hand again. The horse should be relaxed in the topline so he 
can have a round shape to complete the jump. If he gets there 
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tight in his topline, he’ll be more apt to trail his hind end and 
potentially knock his stifles or drag his hind legs. 

In a perfect world, you can be accurate and get a distance 
that is deeper as opposed to longer. The deeper a horse is,  
the rounder shape he will make. But don’t get too fixated on 
the distance. I’d be way happier to be in a perfect balance and 
an appropriate stride length with an inaccurate distance than  
to have a long, flat stride at the point of takeoff. Don’t be 
afraid to be inaccurate with the distance as long as the canter  
is correct. 

When it comes to jumps on a mound, I don’t mind if the 
horse breaks to trot. If that happens, I keep my leg on and sup-
port his front end by keeping a soft feel of the mouth without 
pulling. I don’t try to push the horse back into the canter a few 
strides in front of the fence because that would throw him off 
balance and distract him from thinking about the fence. Keep 
the most balanced gait you can. The gait itself is secondary. 

Up and Over:
At all times, regardless of the height or complexity of the 

jump, the horse must never feel rushed. You might be nervous, 
but don’t be too aggressive or you will put him at a disadvan-
tage. The horse needs time to assess what is being asked of him. 

In the last three or four strides, be soft with your hand so 
the horse can use his body. If you’ve already established a 
good canter, the energy you’ve created should carry him up 
the hill without much effort. Keep your leg on to support him 
and show him where he’s going, but it should feel like an ef-
fortless rise. If you need a drastic amount of leg to keep going, 
you probably didn’t have enough power in the canter. Over 
the top of the jump, you’ll go almost hands off so he can jump 
the best he can, using his neck and back to the fullest.

It’s tempting to throw your upper body forward to come off 
the horse’s back and “help” him over the fence. You have to 
be patient with your upper body. If anything, you want to be a 
little behind the motion but with enough freedom in your hip 
that you won’t get left behind when the horse takes off. With 
this approach, you may feel like you’re in more of a drop posi-
tion on the backside, but because you didn’t throw your upper 
body forward, you didn’t restrict the horse’s bascule. 

Be careful not to pinch with your knees. Especially if you 
pitch forward, pinching knees will act as a fulcrum and you’ll 
find yourself flossing your teeth on the horse’s mane. Think 
about keeping your knee off the saddle and allowing more 
weight in your heel. That will keep you anchored without using 
a lot of strength.

Horses tend to land off a mound jump in good balance, 
which is nice if it is a fence in a combination. 

If you teach your horse the skills needed to ride a jump 
on a mound and then help him maintain the balance and 
energy appropriate for this challenge, you’ll be rewarded 
with a successful effort.  

  MISTAKES
1. I did not give Baymax a good set up to this jump. We were 
fast and flat on the approach, and he didn’t have time to think 
about the right footwork for this question. He got too close to 
the fence, and he’s not able to use his hindquarters effectively. 
We are flopping across the top of the mound instead of jumping 
up and over. 

2. You can see by the pinned ears and swishing tail that Bay-
max is not happy with me. I am pinching with my knees and 
my upper body has pitched so far forward on the takeoff that I 
am almost kissing his ears. I am in the way, and Baymax cannot 
achieve the correct shape for this fence. He is doing his best 
to clear it, but his topline is tight and the apex of his jump will 
be inverted.  

1 2
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VET ON CALL

Q
What is the best way 
to help my horse 
recover after a chal-
lenging training ses-
sion or competition?

A
There are steps a rider 
can take both before 
and after exercise to 
help his or her horse 
recover from an intense 

training session. For example, consis-
tent training in the lead up to competi-
tion and the approach to the warm-up 
will positively influence recovery. 

Dietary strategies like choice of feed 
and supplements can have a big effect 
on recovery. And, supportive therapies 
can be implemented after training to 
optimize a horse’s recovery.

Proper Conditioning. The steps to 
optimal recovery for a horse actually 
begin well before the training ses-
sion itself. For example, make sure 
that your horse has been properly 
conditioned for the level at which he 
is training and competing. Physical 
training at a level that is about 80 
percent of the intensity of the targeted 
event helps to not only promote fitness 
in the typical ways we think (muscle 

strength, ligament and tendon integrity 
and cardiovascular tolerance) but it 
also works on a cellular level to fine-
tune the way a horse generates and 
consumes the very important fuel glu-
cose—what we think of as sugar—that 
is needed for exercise. By maintaining 
a consistent training program your 
horse will not only perform better in 
competition, but his recovery will be 
smoother and there is reduced likeli-
hood of illness or injury. 

Nutrition. How you feed your 
horse can influence his ability to suc-
cessfully train at intense levels. While 
glucose is typically the primary energy 
source, muscle tissue can also learn to 
use other resources such as fat metabo-
lites for energy at maximal intensity. 
For this to occur, it requires feeding a 
diet higher in fat and lower in starch. 
Over time the muscle cells develop 
pathways to break down the added fat, 
especially in times of maximal exer-
tion. Timing of meals, as well as choice 
of feed prior to exercise, can influence 
performance and recovery. Because of 
complex interrelationships between 
the muscle cells and hormones such as 
insulin, a horse will be better able to 
provide energy to his muscles if he is 
fed a lower-sugar-content meal more 
than three hours prior to exercise. On 
the other hand, large meals prior to 
exercise cause a shift of fluids within 
the horse’s body that can make it 
harder to maintain adequate hydration 
during exercise and create increased 
weight and possibly interfere with lung 
expansion. A forage-based meal that is 

Help Your Horse Recover 
From Intense Work
Considerations for training, competition, dietary strategy and 
supportive therapy
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Maintaining a consistent 
training program will help 
your horse perform better 
in competition, but will also 
help his recovery and reduce 
likelihood of illness or injury. 
Also remember that recovery 
after exercise is also heavily 
influenced by the warm-up 
before intense exercise.
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under three pounds fed 2-3 hours prior 
to exercise is a better strategy to provide 
the necessary energy for training with-
out any negative side effects.

Supplements. There are byproducts 
of intense exercise that accumulate inside 
the muscles of a hard-working horse. 
One important category is free radicals, 
which are naturally generated as muscle 
breaks down energy for contraction. 
Excess free radicals create inflammation 
and cause damage to the muscles. One 
very effective way to counter excess free 
radicals is supplementation with antioxi-
dants such as Vitamin E, C and Selenium 
or phenols like resveratrol and pteros-
tilbene. The compounds resveratrol and 
pterostilbene are the beneficial ingredi-
ents in blueberries and the skin of red 
grapes that can helps cells protect against 
the damage caused by free radicals. Anti-
oxidants can help restore balance inside 
muscle tissue. 

Hydration. A horse experiences 
significant water and electrolyte losses as 
a result of strenuous exercise, specifically 
sodium, potassium, calcium and mag-
nesium. This is especially true in hotter 
and more humid climates. Fresh plain 
water should always be available before 
and after exercise. Adding loose salt or 
electrolyte supplements to the diet prior 
to transport can help ensure your horse 
drinks well on the road and arrives to the 
competition well hydrated. In hotter con-
ditions or after particularly hard exercise 
when your horse has produced large 
volumes of sweat, supplementation with 

electrolytes after exercise is recommend-
ed to help your horse replenish those that 
were lost. There are also supplements 
that contain branched-chain amino acids, 
the building blocks of protein that can be 
readily absorbed by muscle to immedi-
ately replenish its energy stores. These 
can be fed directly in a paste or powder 
formula to provide essential nutrition to 
depleted muscle tissue without the work 
of digesting a meal. 

Warm-up. Recovery after exercise 
is also heavily influenced by the warm-
up before intense exercise. An optimal 
warm-up gradually conditions the 
muscles, joints and soft tissues. Steadily 
increasing intensity in a warm-up can 
slowly stimulate the heart and lungs to 
prepare for the pending high demand. 
This slow rise in blood flow to the large 
muscle groups maintains higher delivery 
of oxygen throughout the horse’s body 
during peak training exercises to reduce 
build-up of byproducts such as lactic 
acid or excessive heat. 

Cool Out. A proper cool out after 
training is very important, especially 
during the hotter summer months. 
Keeping your horse’s coat clipped during 
competition season can help to maximize 
cooling. Learn to measure parameters 
such as heart rate, respiratory rate and 
rectal temperature. This step should be 
put into practice at home both before 
and after exercise. This will familiarize 
your horse with the process and help you 
develop a sense of what is normal for 
your horse. Slow, steady walking until 

the horse’s respiratory rate and body 
temperature has come down to normal 
helps maintain the necessary blood flow 
to the larger hindquarter and topline 
musculature to dissipate the accumulated 
break down of products from sustained 
muscular contraction. Monitor breathing 
and temperature for up to 10 minutes 
after exercise. Aim to walk your horse 
until his rectal temperature has reduced 
at least 2 degrees from what it was at 
the completion of the ride. When your 
horse’s breathing has properly recovered, 
he will no longer flare his nostrils and 
will not use his belly to breathe. 

Additional Care and Therapy. Rapid 
cooling with buckets of chilled water is 
essential for the overheated horse. Con-
trary to popular belief, it’s not necessary 
to scrape the water off. Time is of the 
essence here and is best spent continu-
ously pouring chilled water over the 
horse, ideally while he is still walking. As 
your horse recovers, you will notice the 
water coming off your horse is no longer 
hot. Additional cooling measures include 
access to shade and misting fans, if avail-
able. Ice and cold therapy are very effec-
tive at reducing inflammation in joints 
and soft tissues after strenuous activity 
and are commonly used to promote 
recovery. There are myriad choices of 
ice boots for purchase—some even offer 
compression—but homemade options 
can be equally effective.  

This column has not been approved or 
endorsed by U.S. Equestrian.

Christina “Cricket” Russillo, DVM, graduated from the Tufts University School of Veterinary Medicine in 2001.
After completing a large animal medicine and surgery internship at Texas A&M, she realized her desire was to
work on elite sporthorses. Following 13 years of practice at Fairfield Equine Associates in Newtown, Connecticut,
focused on high-level show-jumping and dressage horses, she joined Virginia Equine Imaging in 2015. Russillo
relocates to Florida every winter to support her clients and patients. She has competed through Third Level in
dressage and in February 2017 she was appointed the U.S. Dressage Team veterinarian. She is also a certified 
member of the International Society of Equine Locomotor Pathology. 
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Brilliant Highlights
Intensifies Natural Coat Color  
revealing in full intensity every 

copper and chestnut color 
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