Winter Vaulting Expose Clinic
Nancy Stevens-Brown

This January, A Vaulting Connection hosted the second annual Winter Vaulting Exposé in Grand Rapids, Michigan. This event is the brainchild of Connection Coach Karin Schmidt who, along with several dedicated parents, organized the vaulting conference. The 2007 clinic drew two dozen vaulters from six clubs with almost as many coaches and parents auditing. 

First Day

Friday began for me with a brisk hike in the Nature Conservancy land adjacent to vaulter Angelika Kurthen’s environmental school. Despite temperatures dropping in advance of an impending storm, the trail was alive with birds singing and flitting about in the barren trees. At my feet, frozen prints illustrated that White-tailed deer, coyote and squirrels had recently passed by in the snow-stilled woods. This was a winning way to start my stay in Grand Rapids.

Private Lessons

Soon I was off for a few hours of coaching private and semi-private lessons. I admit that one-on-one is my outright favorite way to work with students, so each session whizzed by much too fast. Attention to detail has become a trademark (or curse, depending on your perspective) of my teaching style. I start and then stop vaulters so often to work on details that they probably feel they need a rewind button to keep up with my expectations! Where is TiVo when you need it? In the end, when I asked the auditors and vaulters what they had learned, inevitably they remarked how surprising it was that some small detail improved the picture in such a big way. 

First: Forget The Big Picture!

To develop an analytical eye, 
  first stop looking at the whole picture 
or complete freestyle. Total body carriage throughout the pose and into a transition is essential!  To get this complete presentation, take each movement or position separately and then define what the highlight or motif (i.e. the hands, eyes, lift of leg or turn of body) is for that section. By carefully pinpointing and then stressing that highlight or motif in each phase, you begin the process of individualizing the performance. Experiment with ways to embellish or exaggerate a move. Since vaulting is viewed at a distance, it is important to remember that most movement, to be effective, must be bigger than normal to truly be appreciated. 

Finish What You Start

Putting a finish on each move also adds volume to the performance. For example, if the vaulter is stretching a leg very high, they should finish that move by lifting the leg even higher just at that moment when they begin a transition. In this way the last second or stride, when the vaulter finishes a move, becomes the strongest and best part of the move. This elevation/expansion of movement adds finesse to each posture and helps set up maximum control for the vaulter to move on. 

Point to Point

Always pay very close attention to how a vaulter moves in transition and explore ways for that passage to be enhanced or enlarged. Since more than half of every freestyle is moving from place to place, this is one area that must be deliberate, refined and polished. Some crucial details to look for are:

1) Ease and accuracy of placement of the next balance points (feet, hands, shoulder, or knee.) Every new pose should arrive efficiently and cleanly, never scrambling, crawling or slow. To do this a vaulter must decide exactly where they need to be and then practice getting precisely to that spot without any unnecessary intermediate steps.

2) Explore ways for the vaulter to use their head in transition to enhance ease of movement in a turn, help boost balance and shape style. A common mistake is for vaulters to drop their head and focus in transition, only to finish by once again lifting their head. Angle, carriage and focus of the head directly influence balance and more importantly the artistic look of each move. 

3) Design artistic and dramatic emphasis with the arms and hands. The whole body should always carry through every transition, but for the most complete performance, the arms and hands must always be artistically active during nearly every phase of the routine, especially in transition.  

4) Describe the motive and purpose of the transition. The music and theme determine the body language a vaulter will display. Example: If the music is strong, then the body language should portray strength. If the music is graceful, the vaulter should move in a flowing and smooth way. 

5) Create form highlights worth looking at, such as a flip of the hand, kick of the foot, or better yet, the look in the eye! By drawing attention to some other artistically animated area these moves can effectively be used to distract the audience from some mechanical need, i.e. placing a foot in the Cossack.

These details, either independently or together, add tons of potential for individualized and polished vaulting routines. By the day’s end, each vaulter and auditor left with several new tricks. We were all excited about returning the next morning for the regional Exposé! 

Day Two, Too Much Fun!

On Saturday the hardy Region X folks did not allow the winter chill to dampen their enthusiasm. Everyone was met by the warm Connection reception and well-organized registration. Then it was off to the various meeting rooms for the packed programs of Through the Eyes of a Clerk (led by Chris Horsmon), dance, acrobatics, poster making, and my detail driven barrel practice. Divided by skill level or club, each group had one and one-half hours for training before moving on to their next lesson. By lunch time, everyone reconnected in the dining hall for food, friendship and chatter, before heading off for the afternoon round of classes. We wrapped up Saturday with a Q&A session.  

Sunday, Sassy Squirrels & Snow

Continued snow flurries were predicted for Sunday, yet it dawned alluringly clear! Looking outside, I saw two sassy Eastern Red Squirrels balanced like animated ornaments in the leafless trees. With the sun flashing through their gold and russet winter pelts, they darted and dashed, striking jaunty poses whenever they stopped. I wished the vaulters could have seen how these bundles of energy kept every move alive even when they sat perfectly still! Nature has a wonderful way of keeping her creatures animated, which vaulters could imitate with great results.

One-on-One

That afternoon vaulters, coaches, auditors and parents from four clubs submitted themselves to more of my “picky-picky” training sessions (however I prefer to believe I am just meticulous in my approach to developing a solid and stylish freestyle.) After the essentials of balance, form and correct technique were mastered, individualization by the adjustment of details developed freestyle style.  

Letting Go Adds Flow!

One key element that I stress is to release and let go of moves whenever possible. The habit of retaking grips in the compulsories is so ingrained that frequently vaulters of all levels lower their hands during the freestyle for no real reason. Not retaking the handles between moves makes the flow smoother and faster. The simple act of releasing the hands radically improves the look of most moves and may boost the DOD.

Spirits Soar

Last but not least, I worked with Michigan Vaulters’ Steven and Desiree, who showed me their beautiful Pas de Deux. They are the students of Karen Rach. They already had a solid foundation for their routine and, beyond the typical elements of difficulty and strength, they displayed a real emotional connection. I am always looking for the moment when vaulting transcends the everyday and becomes passionate. 

When vaulters display recognizable personality and emotion, they are more likely to connect with anyone watching. This human part of performing is the last and most important detail to develop in a routine. Steven and Desiree deserve applause and praise for their truly evocative style. For me, Steven and Desiree were a divine way to end a great three days!

Heart and Soul

In every Region there are standouts, and Region X is no exception. Hannah Horsmon is a talented rising star of vaulting. She had just returned from the USEF High Performance Training Camp in California. Like many outstanding athletes, Hannah dedicates herself to doing whatever it takes to excel in her sport. As a role model for Region X, she eloquently shared her experiences during the Q&A, no doubt helping to inspire others to see opportunities beyond their club, state or Region. Now Hannah is helping to pave the way for others with the devoted support of her parents. Her mom, Chris, shared her own knowledge in the Through The Eyes of a Clerk seminar. Chris often accompanies Hannah on her trips as she pursues vaulting excellence. I am always impressed and grateful when I see people willing to go the extra miles to follow their vaulting dreams. If horses are the heartbeat of vaulting, then families like the Horsmons are 
the soul! 

