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UMA O’NEILL 
IS RIDING HER WAVE
By Catie Staszak

The average American state is home to more than 180,000 

horses. Hawaii, meanwhile, has just 8,000. Yet, that is where 

24-year-old Uma O’Neill fell in love with riding. 

“My father signed me up for pony camp when I was nine years 

old for a couple weeks in the summer, and I never wanted to 

leave!” O’Neill, now a resident of Santa Cruz, CA, recalls. “I 

had taken a few small little riding lessons before the camp, 

but after I did the camp, I wanted to spend every day at the 

barn.”

Uma’s maternal grandfather Jack O’Neill started the popular 

surfboard and surf wear company O’Neill in 1952, and her 

mother Shawne was a professional windsurfer. But O’Neill is 

the first to admit that she didn’t get the family gene when it 

came to her sport of choice; instead, she has reached the top 

levels of the sport of show jumping. Last August, she   

not only won the $145,000 Longines FEI Jumping World 

Cup™ Vancouver, she was the only clear round aboard her 

longtime partner, Clockwise of Greenhill Z—affectionately 

known as simply, “CW.”

“It was pretty surreal,” O’Neill says. “Looking back on it, 

it was pretty amazing to be the only clear in a World Cup 

class. Of course, I would have loved to have had a smoother 

round that day. There are always things you would like to have 

changed, but it’s a pretty amazing thing to have happened.”   

As O’Neill returns to Thunderbird to defend her title, much 

has changed. Her days as an amateur in the industry are 

limited—“I think the time is probably going to come sooner, 

rather than later,” she says. After years of riding her top mount 

in a hackamore—a piece of equipment she credits for helping 

her move up to the bigger classes—she’s experimenting with 

a Poponcini three-ring bit. Most notably, an American flag 

no longer appears next to her name on start lists. At the 

beginning of the year, she switched nationalities from the 

U.S. to ride for New Zealand. She’s held dual citizenship, 

“since I was a baby.”   >
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“I have CW, who’s going so well, [and] I have [new horses] 

coming up, and I wanted some more opportunities to do 

team competitions,” O’Neill explains. “So, I think we’re 

going to do some of that in the fall and focus on building 

the string up to be strong partners for the team.”

A 12-year-old Zangersheide stallion, CW continues to 

lead the way for O’Neill, exceeding the expectations 

set for him when he was first acquired from Germany’s 

Paul Schockemöhle in 2014. The grey was purchased as a 

seven-year-old—off a video, no less—in hopes that he could 

become O’Neill’s young rider horse by the time he was 

nine. O’Neill remembers going with her mom to visit her 

new mount in quarantine in Oregon; he arrived from 

Europe while she was competing at the venue where they 

would someday have their biggest moment—tbird.

“We really liked his natural way of going,” O’Neill recalls. 

“He’s so quick in front, and he opens up behind well. He 

looked like he had potential to be very scopey. He was a 

little bit still in that place where it was hard to tell. We 

took a little bit of a gamble with him, but it sure paid off.”

CW met his young rider goal two years early, partnering 

O’Neill at both the 2015 and 2016 North American 

Junior and Young Rider Championships (now the North 

American Youth Championships). At nine, he jumped 

the U25 Championships, and at 10, he gave O’Neill her 

first World Cup victory. This year, the duo made their 

Nations Cup debut, representing New Zealand at CSIO3* 

Drammen (NOR).

“I think just as we slowly moved up, everything was a first 

for both of us, so it was never [about whether] he could 

just do it,” O’Neill says, “it was, ‘Could both of us do it?’ 

Everything that we’ve done together has been firsts for 

both of us.”

It’s been a long journey—literally. Growing up in Hawaii, 

O’Neill was thousands of miles from any international 

show jumping event.  Her first ventures into competition 

were largely for extracurricular entertainment with her 

friends, but when her family moved to California to be 

closer to Shawne’s family when she was 12, one pony made 

the trip with them, keeping O’Neill’s equestrian exploits 

alive. Now in her 30s, that pony, “Sammy,”is retired on the 

family farm. “She rules the house!” O’Neill says.

After a year of lessons with Sammy, O’Neill began training 

with Benson Carroll’s Ventana Farm in Carmel Valley, 

CA, and was quickly on the fast track to success on the west 

coast show circuit. When she graduated to the jumpers, 

Ray Texel became her primary coach, and about a year ago, 

she began working with Sweden’s Mariano Maggi. Maggi is 

now a resident at O’Neill’s farm; he lives in one of several 

apartments on site. 

“[Training] is an all-day affair!” O’Neill says.

They’re working with a growing string. In March of 2019, 

O’Neill made her international debut with the 13-year-

old Oldenburg mare Caville, whom Maggi developed as 

a young horse before competing up to the five-star level 

with fellow Swedish riders Louise Torgersen, Douglas 

Lindelöw, and Antonia Andersson. O’Neill and the mare 

were second at CSI3* Del Mar in the duo’s grand prix 

debut.

“She has the experience, and we just need to kind of build 

a bit of a relationship,” O’Neill says. “We’re going to use 

the summer to do that and see where we can get.”

Also coming up the ranks is the eight-year-old Oldenburg 

Edelweiss, a daughter of Clinton, whom O’Neill describes 

as talented but still a bit green. The duo debuted at the 

1.40m and jumped in the U25 division at Thunderbird’s 

Odlum Brown BC Open, which hosted the CSIO5* 

Longines FEI Jumping Nations Cup™ of Canada, in May.

She has one date circled on the fall calendar—a return to 

tbird to defend her title in the venue’s World Cup with 

CW.

“He’s the horse of a lifetime for me at this point,” O’Neill 

says. “So much makes him special. He’s got such an 

interesting personality. He cares a lot about you, but he 

doesn’t like to show it. I think we’ve just become good 

partners over five years.”

It’s a partnership that has truly evolved together from 

modest roots, a parallel to O’Neill’s Hawaiian beginnings 

in the sport. O’Neill may not be involved in the family 

business, but she’s undeniably riding her own wave—and 

she’s not afraid of venturing out into the unknown.

“I don’t think there was a time where I said, ‘I’m going to 

do this and make this my life,’” O’Neill says. “It just kind 

of turned into that. I’ve really committed a lot of time to 

riding, and I really want to see how far we can get.” <


