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LEVENTING

LAUREN
NICHOLSON
AJOURNEYFROMNATURAL
HORSEMANSHIPTOTHEOLYMPICS
ByAmandaPicciottoFeitosa
PortraitsbyKacyBrown

twas1987insouthernIllinoiswhen

aneventingsuperstarwasborn.LaurenNicholson'sparentswere
accustomedtoseeinghorsesthroughout
theirneighborhood,buttheyknewnothing
aboutequestriansportattheelitelevel.
WhenLaurenwas6yearsold,theyhelped
herpursuelessonsatalocalstablein
southernIllinois,buttheyhadnoideahow
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farthoselessonswouldeventuallytakeher.
Apassionwasignitedthatwassostrong,it
woulddrivehertohelptheUnitedStates
claimtheteamgoldmedalatthe2015Pan
AmericanGamesinToronto,Canada,and
goontocompeteatthe2016RiodeJaneiro

OlympicGames.
"ItwaspurelyhappenstancethatIstartedin
aneventingbarnandthatwasthesportIgot

LaurenNicholson,inOcala,Florida,with
SirPrizeownedbyChristaSchmidtand

JacquelineMars.LaurenisholdingBosley,
left,andSam,ownedbyLaurenandher

husband,SamNicholson.

hookedon,"Laurensaid."OnceIdidcross-
country,thatwasit;Iwasagonerfromthere.
IneverrememberatimeIwasn'tcompletely
convincedIwasgoingtodoitprofessionallyand
gototheOlympics.Thatwasjustalwayswhat
wasgoingtohappen."
Aftergraduatingfromhighschool,

Laurenhadtheopportunitytoheadto
VirginiaasaworkingstudentforU.S.
eventinglegendsDavidandKaren
O'Connor.Herparentswereextremely
supportiveofherambitions,soLauren
packedupherthingsandherAnglo-Arabian
geldingSnoozeAlarmandofftheywent.It
turnedouttobeapivotaldecision,as
LaurenstillconsiderstheO'Connorstobe
importantmentors.
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66 Sometimespeople
missthatmoment
ofhowyoucan

actuallyusenatural
horsemanshiptobe
effectiveforyour
givensport,andthe
O'Connorsreally
masteredthat.
-LaurenNicolson
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LaurenandI'llHaveAnother
ownedbyBrandyeRandermann.

NATURALHORSEMANSHIP
Laurenhasalwaysbeeninterestedinthe

processoftraininghorses,andoneofher
jobsattheO'Connors'farmwastoassistin
startingtheyounghorsesbredbyJacqueline
MarsandtheO'Connors.Thetechniques
Laurenlearnedwerefairlyuniqueinthatthe
O'Connorsutilizednaturalhorsemanshipto
teachtheirhorses.Itwasn'taboutgettingthe
horsestodotricksontheendofaropeorbe
riddenbridleless;rather,theO'Connorsadapted
themethodstobefunctionalforeventing.
"Sometimespeoplemissthatmomentofhow
youcanactuallyusenaturalhorsemanshiptobe
effectiveforyourgivensport,andtheO'Connors
reallymasteredthat,"Laurensaid.
Davidwoulddemonstratewhattodointhe

trainingandthenLaurenwaslefttoherown
devicestofigurethingsout.ThoughLauren
workedmostlyindependently,Davidwould
checkinandofferguidanceasneeded.One
oftheprinciplesofnaturalhorsemanshipis
understandingthehorsesreactionandknowing
whattodotobestteachthemnewskills.

Becauseofthat,ittakespatienceandexperience
tobecomemoreeffective.
OneoftheexercisestheO'Connorsutilized

wasaropingtechniquesimilartolunging.On
ashorterline,theywouldteachthehorseto
respondtobodycucstomoveforwardand
stop.Oncethiswaslearned,horsescouldbe
ropedoverdifferentobstacles,includingvarious
cross-countryelements.Theideabehind
thismethodisthatbyintroducingjumping
questionsthisway,thehorsecannavigatethe
challengesitselfwithouttheinterferenceofa
rider.Thehorselearnstostudywhattheyhave
todoandfigureouthowtosolvetheproblem
so,inthefuture,theywillhavetheconfidenceto
tacklesimilarsituations.
Snoozebenefittedfromthesepractices,but

whenhearrivedattheO'Connors,hedidn't
wanttogooffthedown-banks.Lauren
hadpreviouslysufferedacoupleofbadfalls
atdown-banks,evenoncebreakingherback,
soSnoozenolongerfeltconfidentabouthow
togettotheotherside.Theropingtechnique
helpedthemgetbackontrack.Davidwould
ropethehorseupanddownthebankswithand
withoutLaurenmounted,allowingSnoozeto
regainhisconfidenceonhisownterms.
"IgotSnoozewhenIwasveryyoung

andveryclueless,andwhenIcametothe
OConnors'theyactuallylaughedbecauseIwas
justsuchahotmess."Laurenadmitted."The

naturalhorsemanshipactuallysavedthehorses
career,andIwasabletogoonanddomyfirst
KentuckyThree-DayEventwithhimin2010.*
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THESTARTOFVERMICULUS
Asshewasbuildingtowardherdebut
inKentuckyandadvancinginhercareer,
Laurenwasinneedofanotherhorsecapableof
competingatthehigh-performancelevel.With
limitedpersonalfundsandwithoutaseparate
backer,heroptionsweresparse.Shehadalready
broughtalongonesmallAnglo-Arabianin
Snooze,sowhynotdoitalloveragain?She
foundSnoozeAlarm's3-year-oldbrotherin
2010anddecidedtogiveitawhirl.That'swhere
Vermiculusstorystarts.
"Everybodychippedinalittlebit,"Lauren

said."Myvet,ChristianaOber,chippedin
somemoney,andformerUSEAPresidentMax
Corcoranchippedin,too.Maxjokesthatshe
ownshistail.Everybodygavemeafewhundred
buckstomakeithappen,andthat'showIended
upwithVermiculus."

JacquelineMarstookovertheownership
whenVermiculuswas6yearsold,andsince
then,heandLaurenhavecompetedatsome
ofthemostimpressiveeventsaroundthe

world,includingbeingpartofthesilver-medal-
winningteamatthe2022FEIEventingWorld
ChampionshipheldatPratonidelVivaroin
Rome,Italy.However,gettingtherewasnotan
easyroad.WhileDavidbelievedVermiculus
wouldbecomeafive-starhorsefromthe

momentLaurenpickedhimupasanalmost-
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3-yeai-old,Vermiculusprovidedplentyof
momentstothecontrary.
"Funnilyenough,hewasprobablyoneofthe
morechallengingyoungonesthatIhadtobreak,"
Laurenshared."Welaughnowthathewasquite
feral.IgothimandturnedhimoutwithSnooze,
andthenittookmethreemonthstobeableto
touchhimagain�
"Hewasverysharpandnaughtyasayoung

horse,"Laurencontinued."Wehaveasystem
fortraining;somehorsesyouworkthrough
thesystem,andyougofromthegroundwork
toputtingasaddleoninthefirstday,andthen
othersittakeslonger.Ithinkittookusamonthto
getthesaddleonVermiculusjustbecausewehad
tokeepworkingthroughthesystem,eachstep,
superslowlytogettothatnextstep,sincehewas
averysuspiciouslittleArabian.Welaughabout
it,butthereweretimesIcouldn'ttrainhimatall
becausehewassupercheckyinthedressage."
Ononeparticularoccasion,Laurenand

Vermiculuswereoutonatrailridethroughthe
Virginiawoodswithotheryounghorsesaspartof
thetrainingLaurencalls"bushwhacking."They
ridethehorsesinropehaltersthroughthevaried
terraintoexposethemtodifferentenvironments.
Whileoutontheiradventure,Vermiculustook
exceptiontosomethingand,inprotest,dragged
Laurenintothethickestbrushandbrambleand
refusedtomove."Wewerestuckinthere,"Lauren

LaurenfilmedaMasterclassforstreamingservice
Horse&CountryH&C)inwhichshedetailshow

ropingcanbeusedintrainingperformancehorses.

laughed."Everyonewaslaughinghysterically,and
hewasjustlike,Nope,notdoingit.Ihadtoget
offandcrawloutofthebrambleandthenhe

cameoutnicely."

TODAY'SEVENTINGSTAR
Despitethechallenges,Lauren'spatience

withVermiculustraininghaspaidoff,andthey
havebecomeoneofthemostformidableeventing
duosintheworld.ForLauren,itwasatthe2019
BurghleyHorseTrialsCC15*thatVermiculus
solidifiedhisstatusasatopfive-starhorse.
EvennowthatVermiculusisaseasoned

competitor,Laurenstillreliesontheirrootsin
naturalhorsemanshiptrainingtokcepthegelding
athisbest.Becauseeachhorseisunique,what
theygetoutofthesameexercisecanbevery
different.WhileropingwasgoodforSnooze
Alarmtorebuildconfidenceovertrickyobstacles,
forVermiculus,ithelpshimstayinterestedin
hiswork."WithVermiculus,Iactuallydoalot
ontheropeatthecompetitions,"Laurensaid.
"Hedoesn'tlikebeingdrilledundertack,soitsa
waytolethimplayandkeephimoccupiedand
thinkingwithoutgrindingonhim."
At16yearsofageandwithcopious

internationalexperience,Vermiculushashis
competitionschosenveryselectively.Withthe
2024ParisOlympicGamesonthehorizon,
Laurenisevenmoremindfulaboutpeaking

April2024|SIDELINESMAGAZINE

For more issues, please visit our Sidelines Magazine Older Issues Archive

LaurenwithSirPrize,left,ownedbyChrista
SchmidtandJacquelineMars,andIllHave
AnotherownedbyBrandyeRandermann.
LaurenisholdingBenny,left,andBosley.

himatjusttherightmoment.Inthemeantime,
shehasothermountsinherstringgearingup
foreventingsuperstardom,includingTllHave
Another,Landmark'sJunglesGold,Larcot7,and
severalexcitingyounghorsesbredbyJacqueline
MarsandChristaSchmidt.

GIVINGBACKTOEVENTING
AsatopU.S.rider,Laurenbelieves

shehasaresponsibilitytogivebacktothe
sportofeventing.Shehasparticipatedon
numerousgovernancecommitteesduringthe
pastdecadeandcurrentlyservesontheUnited
StatesEventingAssociation(USEA)Board
ofGovernorsasthevicepresidentofactive
athletes,at-large.Shealsoholdsseveralpositions
intheUSEquestrianorganizationasanathlete
representative,includingontheUnitedStates
OlympicandParalympicCommitteeBoardof
DirectorsAthletesAdvisoryCommitteeaswell
asontheExecutiveCommittee,andisco-chair
oftheEventingRidersAssociationofNorth
America(ERAoNA).
Inadditiontovolunteeringhertime,Lauren

iscommittedtobeinganeducationalresource
forridersofalllevels.Shegivesclinics,
teacheslessonsandregularlycontributes
topopularwrittenandvideoinformation
sources.Laurenparticularlyenjoyssharing
hernaturalhorsemanshiptrainingsothat
thisessentialpartofherprogramcanbecome
April2024|SIDELINESMAGAZINE

moreaccessibleforeveryone.Recently,
LaurenfilmedaMasterclassforstreaming
serviceHorse&Country(H&C)inwhich
shedetailshowropingcanbeusedintraining
performancehorses.
Lauren'sempathyforthehorseisobvious,
andsheprovesthattraininginthiswayis
notonlyusefulfortophorses.Whenahorse
understandswhatisbeingaskedandcan
methodicallyprogressfromsimpletomore
demandingtasks,itdevelopsintoasolid
citizenregardlessofitscareerpath.Having
thisfoundationprovidesthehorsewithmore
opportunitiesandhelpsitbesuccessful.
"Thereareotherwaystoteachhorsesabout
cross-countryandjumpingbesidesgettingon
themandstayingonwhenitgetsexciting,when
theygetgreenandstop,orthroughanyother
miscommunications,"Laurensaid."Ropingisa
wayyoucanproduceahorsewithoutneedingan
extensiveamountofskillwhileontheirback.
Mygoalistogivepeoplemoreknowledgeabout
howtousenaturalhorsemanship,breakitdown
andmakeituncomplicated.Itdoesn'thavetobe
complicated."IS
FollozeLaurenonFacebookatLaurenNicholsonEventing
PhotosbyKacyBrown,kacybrownphotography.com

TowatchLauren'sMasterclassonHorse8°
Country,sponsoredbyGreyson-JockeyClubResearch
FoundationInc.,visithorseandcountry.to
StorybyAmandaPicciottoFeitosa,JumpMedia
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