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The Equestrian lifestyle 
More than meets the eye

PLEASURE, PERFORMANCE AND THE MIX 

Equestrians are a div erse group t hat attr acts people fr om all w alks of lif e

It’s really hard not to like a horse.  There are so many types, breed and disciplines that just about any per-

son could find the right one for him or her.

The general horse scene of Orange County

• Pleasure horses- comprised of non-competition riding such as trail riding, arena riding, non- riding 

horses that are pets only (retired old horses, lame horses, miniature horses etc.)

• Performance horses- compete in the different disciples or provide training to humans.  This group is 

subdivided into different levels of competition and a large group of horses that provide the service     

industry such as riding schools, mounted patrol units, search and rescue teams, and disabled rider  

programs to name a few.  Some of these horses are valued in the  hundreds of thousands of dollars  

while others are worth their weight in gold due to their kind nature and trustworthiness.
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• The Mix of performance and pleasure-  large groups of people who have nice horses that are very         

capable of showing and training but are also used for pleasure such as trail and companionship.  This 

group often boards in areas when they can access trainers to keep themselves trained but have options 

to travel out for trails, casual arena riding or low level work.  This group also includes families where 

some members are competitors, while others are pleasure, and rest of the family members and signifi-

cant others are support/spectators that look, pet, clean, and groom the horses.  There are even a group 

of horses that are considered “family horses” who can fill the needs of the competitor but still be quiet 

enough to “take care of” the inexperienced riders and horse handlers.

The role of the trainers, the stables and the effect on the equestrian lifestyle

The Trainers:  

• provide riding programs for all, kids, adults and horses. 

• keep everyone safe by training humans how to ride and horses how to be ridden.

• provide care for horses.  Most owners work and have limited time or are parents of horse crazy kids who 
don’t know how to take care of a horse fully so these people look to the trainers to provide proper diets, 
monitor health, organize shoeing etc.

• provide the glue for families to participate in shows together and are a source for social activities, 
entertainment and recreation.

The Stables:

• are the hub of all the activities.  

• source of care for living creatures.  Food, water and shelter.  All affect the health and well being of the 
horse.  Tremendous responsibility and very challenging  to provide the proper balance of quality while 
still running a business.  

• safe-haven for kids and adults to have some freedom.  Not many places left where kids are considered 
safe.  When at the stables lots of eyes monitoring kids and a sense of community present.

The Effect of the equestrian lifestyle

When put all together creates a fantastic lifestyle that builds strong kids, confident, happy adults,         

successful businesses, world champions, community programs, and a elevated quality of life for the      

surrounding area.  Equestrian properties, trail systems, and stables increase property values because they 

attract people that help elevate the quality of life for both equestrians and non-equestrians.
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Objective Data
Facts and Figures

GEOGRAPHIC LOCATIONS, LISTS OF STABLES, ECONOMIC FIGURES, 
GROUPS IN OC

In general Orange County equestrian facilities and communities can be sectioned into  northwest,  

northeast, central, east central, west central and south county.  There are private and  public facilities and 

housing subdivisions making up equestrian communities.  Within some of the equestrian communities 

are private stables operated by homeowners associations. There are four in Orange Park Acres (High 

Horse Trails, Broadmoor, Pheasant Run, and The Wilderness) and one in San Juan Capistrano (Mission 

Hills Stables).  At these stables each stall is assigned to a home and when the home is sold the stall(s) is 

transfered to the new owner.  

Northwest Orange County

Within this section of the county there are two boarding facilities and one equestrian community: 

Huntington Central Park Equestrian Center, The Orange County Fairgrounds and Newport Back Bay.  

This specific region appears to be lacking in overall recreational/open space but is particularly low in 

equestrian facilities.  In general, people choose to take their children to horse facilities close to their 

homes due to the time involvement needed for the equestrian lifestyle.  Horses have to be tended to every 

day.  So, many people, families or children are often unable to be involved with horses if  the facility is not 

close to their work or home.
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Orange County Stable Closures Since 1984

Santa Ana 
Big K Stables
RBL Stable 
Trails End 

Laguna Beach
 Stoneridge Riding Club
Saddle Back Stable

Brea
El Rodeo Boarding Club
Hidden Valley Ranch

Fountain Valley 
Kapella Stables
Hills View Stables

Westminster 
Mattox Stables

Huntington Beach
Ocean View Stables
Four Seasons Stables
Huntington Crest Stables
Fox Meadow Stables

Long Beach
Carter’s River Trails 
Double 1 Stables

Anaheim
River Trails 
Anaco 

Garden Grove 
Valencia Polo Club

El Toro Stables

•Closed, spring 2006

• Approximately 450 horses displaced, many left county, other training barns fragmented and greatly 

reduced to a fraction of the former barn.  Tremendous loss of revenue for county and city, 

• ARCH (American riding club for the handicap) and sister ARC (American riding club) program still 

needs place to relocate.  ARCH  was slated to host special olympics equestrian regional qualifiers in 

March 2006 but opportunity loss due to no facility.  OC Fair staff rejected hosting Special Olympic 

qualifiers.

• closure of this facility as well as uncertainty of OC Fairgrounds facility causing concerns among OC 

residents who are equestrians about future of their facilities.  

• strong possibility of equestrian facilities being open at The Great Park but location doesn’t serve the 

community needs of north west orange county

• large enough horse population and demand for boarding to support and require fairgrounds to remain 

open and Great Park opening  a equestrian facility.  Several month waiting list as well as average of 100 

horses on waiting list at all of the equestrian facilities in Orange County.  
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Equestrian Facilities in Orange County- Approximately 7,125 horses.

Northwest Orange County
✦   Huntington Central              

Park 
✦ Orange County  Fair-

grounds
✦ Newport Back Bay area

Northeast

✦ Lakewood stables
✦ Rancho Del Rio

✦ Fullerton
✦ Yorba Linda

✦ Orange Park Acres

✦ Peacock Hills
Central East

✦ Serrano Creek Ranch
✦ Carbondale stables

✦ Silverado Canyon

✦ Santiago canyon
✦ Santiago Equestrian 

Center
✦ Live Oak Stables

✦ Trabuco Canyon

✦ Rose Canyon
✦ Coto De Caza

✦ Coto De Caza Stables
Central West

✦ Nellie Gail 

✦ Nellie Gail stables
✦ Leisure world 

South
✦ Mission Trails

✦ The Oaks

✦ Tar Farms
✦ San Juan Capistrano

✦ Ortega Ranch
✦ Shea Center

✦ Sycamore 

✦ Rancho Sierra Vista
✦ Rio Vista

Location

• Huntington Beach

• Costa Mesa

• Newport Bay

• Lakewood

• Anaheim

• Fullerton

• Yorba Linda

• Orange

• Orange

• Lake Forest

• Silverado Canyon

• Silverado Canyon

• Santiago Canyon

• Santiago Canyon

• Live Oak Canyon

• Trabuco Canyon

• Rose Canyon

• Coto De Caza

• Coto De Caza

• Laguna Hills

• Laguna Hills

• Laguna Woods

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

• San Juan Capistrano

Type

• public facility

• public facility

• private facility

• facility

• public facility

• subdivision

• subdivision

• subdivision

• public facility

• public facility

• facility

• subdivision

• subdivision

• public facility

• private facility

• subdivision

• subdivision 

• subdivision

• private facility

• subdivision

• private facility

• private facility

• facility

• private show facility

• private facility

• subdivision

• private facility

• private facility

• private facility

• private facility

• private facility

Approx. # of Horses

• 425

• 125

• 200

• 300

• 250

• 250

• 450

• 650

• 125

• 150

• 150

• 250

• 150

• 150

• 100

• 350

• 75

• 150

• 250

• 150

• 100

• 100

• 150

• 50

• 200

• 650

• 200

• 75

• 450

• 350

• 100
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OC Fairgrounds Equestrian facility users

Clients of the Orange County Riding  Academy, 

Shefmire Sport Horses and                                        

Park Place stables (Doris McGee)

Costa Mesa                              87
Newport Beach                      77  
Newport Coast                      12
Santa Ana                                21
Corona Del Mar                      7
Huntington Beach               51
Westminster                             7
Fountain Valley                    31
Long Beach                              9
Seal Beach                                3
Anaheim                                    8
Orange                                       4
Tustin                                         4
Foothill Ranch                         1
Laguna Beach                          4
Los Angeles                              1
Other                                        20

Total                                       379

Foxpointe Farms public traffic

Lessons                                 110-120/week

People per week                 200-225/week

People per month              900-1000/month

THE DAY OF THE HORSE

Dec 10, 2005

Open house for the public

Previous events immensely popular with fair 

crowds

Potential to re-introduce horses and horse shows 

back into the fair.
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The Equestrian Community
THE GENERAL PUBLIC

The Orange County Fairgrounds has and can ser ve all of Or ange County 

• The OC Fairgrounds Eq Center has helped produce Olympic and Grand Prix competitors such as   
Debbie McDonald: International Dressage competitor, 2004 Olympic Bronze Metalist, 2003 Gold 
metal winner of World Cup and Richard Sponner: International Grand Prix rider who has been on      
the American Show Jumping team and whose mother, Ginny Spooner operates a riding school in 
Huntington Beach.

• ARCH, a disabled riding program, would like to bring its riding program to the OC Fairgrounds Eq 
Center.  This group has hosted qualifiers for the special Olympics and will again in the future.  This 
venue would also be brought to OC Fairgrounds.  This Program would be a great community asset.

•  The majority of the trainers at the OC Fair Eq Center have riding programs which include lesson 
horses and horses available for lease.  This allows children and adults to experience a sport, unlike 
many other sports which receive government funding, that is not  subsidized by a public agency.              
Considering the costs of maintaining horses, this is a huge asset to the community.

• Public service, mental health, and school programs are also present at OC Fair Eq Center.  Park Place 
(Doris McGee, trainer) runs a ROP program, OC Riding academy ( see accompanying literature) and 
Shefire Sporthorses has a variety of community programs involving both local kids and adults, riding 
programs as well as mental health programs.
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Clip File

OC EQUESTRIAN NEWS OF INTEREST AND DATA ON OC GROUPS

•Day of the horse

• Arch

•Debbie Mc Donald olympic competitor, Richard Spooner world cup competitor

The OC Fair g rounds is currently a very impor tant topic in OC

•Orange County Horse Show Association

• Interscholastic Equestrian League

• Fairgrounds and El Toro clippings

•OC metro story

•OC Riding Academy data

Equestrian Coalition of Orange County
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Anaheim Equestrian Center
Home of

Rancho del Rio Stable Tack & Feed Store

California now has "Day of the Horse." Celebrate this event with us December 11, 2004. 

For more information on how you can participate, please contact Jayne Jones 714-535-3510

WHEREAS, The horse is a living link to the heritage and history of the State of
California and the United States of America; and 

WHEREAS, Without horses, the economy, history, and character of the State of
California and the United States of America would be profoundly different; and

WHEREAS, The presence of the horse continues to permeate our society from
movie screens to open land to our own back yards; and

WHEREAS, Horses are a vital part of our collective experience and, as such,
deserve our protection and compassion; and

WHEREAS, With increasing pressure from modern society, all horses, wild and
domestic, rely on humans for adequate food, water, and shelter; and

WHEREAS, Today, horses play a vital role in the economy of the State of
California and the United States of America; and

WHEREAS, The Congressional Horse Caucus estimates the horse industry
contributes well over $100 billion to the American economy annually; and

WHEREAS, The University of California, Davis, reports that California equine
activities support between 300,000 and 1 million horses; and

WHEREAS, The second Saturday in December should be specially set aside as
the Day of the Horse to encourage all citizens to be mindful of the welfare of the
horse and its contribution to our economy, heritage, and history;

now, therefore, be it Resolved by the Assembly of the State of California, the
Senate thereof concurring, That the Legislature of the State of California hereby
proclaims December 13, 2003, to be the Day of the Horse in the State of
California, and calls upon all citizens to be mindful of the welfare of the horse
and to recognize and appreciate the role of the horse in our history, heritage, and
economy.

Click on Images to Enlarge
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The American Riding Club is a sister organization to The American Riding Club for the

Handicapped (ARCH), which is a nonprofit organization devoted to the rehabilitation and

recreation of those with physical or mental disabilities.  ARCH regularly participates in Special

Olympics and other activities.  

Special Olympics Tri-Valley Equestrian Competition, 2005
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Dressage Star: Debbie McDonald

Northwest Rider Wins Nationally

by Becky Desmond

We were watching this living carousel of beautifully muscled horses walking 'round and 'round, loose in
their sectioned-off automatic walker, bathed in natural sunlight from the skylights and in light from the
enormous golden chandelier above them. I wanted nothing more than to leap onto one of their backs and
reach for some imagined brass ring as if I were at an old-fashioned amusement park. Fortunately, that
moment passed, and my husband and I turned to follow the red rubber brick road back to the indoor arena in
Hailey, Idaho to continue watching dressage rider Debbie McDonald, who really IS on the quest fornot a
brass ring, but a gold medalat the upcoming World Equestrian Games in Spain this summer, and perhaps the
Olympic Games in Athens in 2004.

The Idaho-based Debbie and her top horse, 11-year-old Brentina, have had a steady series of successes over
the past several years, the latest of which was winning the US Freestyle Dressage Championship at the Los
Angeles Equestrian Center in late February. Peggy and Parry Thomas, owners of River Grove Farm in
Hailey and of Brentina, also took four of their other Hannoverians, plus a sixth horse, to the same showeach
horse was either champion or reserve champion in its respective division. Clearly, something is clicking
with Debbie's training. She is quick to point out that her success depends on her teamthe Thomases; her
husband, Bob; her competition students, Jane Thomas and Danica Yates; show grooms, Laura Hedrick and
Ruben Palomera; and home-base grooms Antonio Pina and Juan Ruiz. The horses are the stars, of course,
and include Beaurivage, Brentina, Donatello, Felix, Wishful, and the lone non-Hannoverian, 12-year-old
Danish-bred Schmel'ze, owned and ridden by Danica Yates. Waiting in the wings is three-year-old client-
owned Bocelli, who is Brentina's half-brother and "has an incredible canter," according to Debbie. "He is
unbelievably balanced for his age." So, what's the story behind all these horses and Debbie's connection to
them?

Bob McDonald, Debbie's husband and top hunter/jumper trainer, clinician, and judge, has been associated
with the Thomases for 32 years. Both he and Debbie trained for the Thomases in California and moved with
them when they relocated to Idaho in 1983. About 11 years ago, Debbie switched saddleslargely due to an
accumulation of injuries and neck and shoulder surgeries resulting from her two decades of riding, training,
and showing hunters and jumpers. Peggy and Parry's daughter, Jane, who has ridden with Debbie since the
age of nine, said her knack for getting along with the problem horses, the kids' stubborn ponies, and the
greenies all ironically contributed to the physical necessity to switch to dressage so that she could continue
her riding career. Peggy was delighted. "For years I was the only one in the barn interested in dressage, so
when Debbie changed everyone got excited."

Now, Parry too, can hardly contain his enthusiasm for his horses. He's proud to say that of the top 40 or so

Equestrian Coalition of Orange County
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international-quality dressage horses in the world, he's "got three of 'em in his barn in Idaho," referring to
Brentina, Donatello, and rising 5-year-old star, Felix. Both Bob and Parry refer to Felix almost as a freak;
he is so elastic and athletic. His hind-foot overreach at the walk is almost a full foot, and his overall 5-year-
old class score in LA was a whopping 9.5. They think he may be the best one yet.

The River Grove team customarily looks for promising three-year-olds, preferring the Hannoverian breed
and often choosing from among the many conveniently presented at the auctions in Verden, Germany.
Debbie tries them and trains the ones they end up with. Bob rarely rides the horses, but sometimes will get
on one at the beginning if it seems to be too strong at home or doesn't know anything about turns at all.
Since they've been buying specifically for Debbie, he says, he hardly has to do that anymore.

Debbie's seemingly quick rise to the top levels of dressage, according to Bob, is really the result of years of
steady focus and concentration on getting her horses to perform their jobs as consistently as possible. "She's
always been good at her half-halts and her ability to get her horses collected. So collected," he laughs, "that
she could get flying changes from a goat if she wanted to." Debbie herself attributes much of her
consistency to "the discipline factor of the hunters. Getting deep into the corners and planning your turns is
so important there, and it's no different in dressage. Obviously, having great horses makes it a whole lot of
fun, too." She also gives Klaus Balkenhol, Hilda Gurney, Lilo Fore, and Steffen Peters much credit for
helping her along the way.

She remembers feeling like the laughingstock of the Orange County Fairgrounds, though. When she started
jumping, she said she fell off every single day and that people would line up at the show waiting to see how
she would do. "Bob was so meanhe had us boo-hooing every day," she jokes. "That's probably why I try to
be a more compassionate teacher now." Bob also remembers the day he had to change his teaching tactics.
He was riding in a George Morris clinic, doing well and feeling pretty good, when George mentioned that
some people have such a natural gift for riding that they don't even know what they're really doing. He
basically said that "young Mr. McDonald there" would have to figure out WHY he rode well if he was
going to be able to teach it. Bob realized then he would have to make some changes in his teaching
methods. Now, both he and Debbie win high praise from students for their ability to explain clearly what
they mean.

Jane, who is now riding Debbie's older Grand Prix mount, Beaurivage, plus her own mare, Wishful, says
that "Debbie is brilliant with young horses. She has the feel to know when to start playing with the upper-
level movements. Our philosophy at River Grove is consistent schooling, a belief in not pushing the horses
too much, too soon, and not drilling." She added that Debbie teaches all her horses to respond to her style,
because as a petite female rider, she knows she can't really get the progress she wants if the horse seems to
require a much stronger rider. This is where Bob's talent for choosing horses comes in. He is known for his
eye and for his ability to find a "diamond in the rough," says Jane. Foremost, he looks for that certain
attitude that tells him a horse will be a cooperative learner. Bob adds that "even though you might notice a
horse's spectacular gaits first, if the right attitude isn't there, we pass him up."

Debbie, small in stature and with a short leg, also knows what kind of feel and sensitivity she needs in a
horse so that she can best bring out its potential. Brentina is a case in point. She had a great walk and
canter, but her hind end looked a little weedy and no one was certain that she could do extended trots. She
had that star-quality attitude, however, and the trot is the one gait that can improve, Bob says, adding that
"Now she gets 9's on her trot." Brentina beats the competition, says Jane, because she's so consistent and
never loses her rythym in the trot work and transitions. Sometimes Debbie might look at a horse and think
it's too big for her, but then Bob might point out that it has a narrow build, or a certain flexibility, and she'll
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try it. "I can tell usually in one ride if it will work," she says. Of the horses she rides now, eight-year-old
Donatello is probably the one she has to concentrate on the most to keep from getting too strong. Her secret
with him, according to Jane, is almost constant half-halts. To keep him listening, paying attention to
Debbie's light cues, she can't allow him "even one instant of the wrong feel." Debbie says he is the one who,
as he has gotten older and more muscular, tends to get nervous in the show ring and loses concentration. In
LA, however, he shone, winning his FEI Intermediaire I test with a score of 72.2%.

A typical day at River Grove starts with Debbie's horses going to the automatic walker for the first of their
twice-daily exercise sessions there. They go 20 minutes each way. A video monitor is set up in the central
tack-up area so that any problems can be caught immediately. When the timer dings, someone invariably
says, "Cake's done!" and goes to change the horses' direction. Since part of the farm's philosophy is "no
drilling," these walker sessions are essential. They get the horses' heart rates up, keep them fit, and provide a
nice pre-school warm-up before Debbie mounts up. The walker is compartmented and the horses are loose
within, moving at a fast walk. In the afternoon the horse go back on the walker for an additional forty
minutesa real necessity in their snow-bound Idaho valley.

Depending on the horse, schooling sessions typically average only 25 to 30 minutes, four or five days a
week. Another session might just be a relaxed hack on a long rein. Debbie varies her patterns all the time,
and to my untrained eye, maintains a soft seat, barely perceptible leg aids, and a steady hand connection.
She rewards constantlywhether by voice, release, or SUGAR FROM THE SADDLE! Debbie grins, "That's
kind of my signature, I guess."

Asked if they do regular bodywork on their horses, the McDonalds do whatever works. They use massage,
magnetic blankets, and some chiropractic. Donatello in particular seems to benefit from anything that
relaxes his back, because that's where Debbie says he carries his tension. Debbie ruefully admitted that she
could benefit from some of those therapies herself, but can't seem to fit them into her demanding schedule.

We were delighted to be able to watch a teaching session with Jane on Beaurivage, and schooling sessions
not only on the wonderful Brentina, but also Donatello, Felix, and the youngster, Bocelli. We also were able
to watch Bob's daughter, hunter/jumper trainer Kim Kotch, school one of the new horses recently acquired
for probable resale in California. While we watched with one eye the real horse in the arena, Parry also
showed us video footage of the winning rides on those horses in LA. I almost went on overload, but the
whole atmosphere was one of support and pride, with a good deal of laughter and compatibility thrown in.

That's a good thing now, because the River Grove team is well aware that the next two years will put huge
demands on their time and energy, if they are to achieve their dream of a spot on the Olympic team in
Athens. So they concentrate on one goal at a timethe next one is qualifying at Gladstone for the World
Equestrian Games in Spain this summer. When asked if she is more nervous now, Debbie admits there is
more pressure "When you're on top. Everybody expects a certain level of performance from Brentina. There
are times when I feel like, 'Oh my gosh, I'm going to hyperventilate.' Once I'm on the horse I'm okay, and
actually at LA it was so much better that I was busy running from one ring to the other to ride the different
horses or to watch my students. I didn't have time to get too nervous."

Jane describes Bob as "The glue that holds us together. If he weren't there I don't know what we'd do at the
shows." They pick shows in California because Debbie needs to get her CDI qualifiers each year by
springtime in order to shoot for the international competitions. So far the Northwest doesn't have enough of
those shows, and the difficulty of traveling out of their snowy southern Idaho locale makes going to
California the logical choice.

Equestrian Coalition of Orange County
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There is also the added pressure of more travel time for the horses. "It's the number one fear," Bob and
Debbie both admit. " But it's a fact of life at this level of competition and we just try to do everything we
can to keep the horses healthy and comfortable." They'll be heading back to California in mid-April for
more competitions. They take pains to schedule shows with a maximum amount of time off in-between (one
of the main reasons for choosing the WEG over the World Cup in Holland this year).

As for future plans, both Debbie and Bob want to continue to give back to their respective sports. Bob will
continue his hunter/jumper clinics, and ideally Debbie will do dressage clinics at the same time, even in the
same locations. Debbie says she'd like to "End on a high," and then definitely teach. Asked if there were any
plans to breed Brentina, the responses vary. Debbie might want to after her competition days are over, but
Parry doesn't really want to. He cites Bob's philosophy, "Breed to sell; buy to show." And Debbie definitely
doesn't want to consider anything at the present that might somehow change Brentina's attitude. "She's so
unmareish-like that it really worries me to start messing with anything like that." What is in Brentina's future
are tentative plans to do a freestyle grand prix with the Sun Valley Symphony. Tim Ryan, who covered
equestrian events at the Sydney Olympics, is very enthusiastic about getting more coverage for dressage
events at Athens, and thinks that an American-born, American-based rider could generate some excitement
in the public's eye, according to Jane.

Whatever the eventual outcome, there's no arguing with the present system. It's working. Just look at the
total results from the US Freestyle Competition:

Debbie on Brentina first in the FEI Short Grand Prix for Freestyle and first in the FEI Grand Prix Freestyle.

Debbie on Donatello first and second in the FEI Intermediaire I 2002 (two classes).

Debbie on Felix first in the FEI Young Horse Qualifier for 5-year-olds 2000, and second in the FEI Young
Horse Warm-up for 5-year-olds.

Jane on Beaurivage first in FEI Prix St. Georges 2000, adult amateur; first in the FEI Intermediaire I 2002,
adult amateur; and third in the FEI Intermediaire I, open.

Jane on Wishful first in Prix St. Georges, Jr/Am; first and third in FEI Intermediaire I 2002, (two classes);
and fourth in Prix St. Georges, Open.

Danica Yates on Schmel'ze first in FEI Young Riders, Individual Championship Test and two third-places in
the FEI Young Rider Team Test.

Becky and Jim Desmond formerly lived in Tacoma, where they owned and operated Blue Shamrock Stables,

now known as Klear-Mont Farms. They currently live in Murphy, Idaho and continue to compete locally in

adult amateur jumpers when both they and their horses are sound.
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Five Questions for - Richard
Spooner
 

 

Richard Spooner

Photo by Jan Mansfield

 

Richard Spooner has been called the Master of Faster for his amazing success in

shaving seconds in grand prix jump-offs. He’s been the Pacific Coast Horse Show

Association Grand Prix Rider of the Year for 8 years running, and represented the

United States in the Nations Cup, winning gold and silver, and winning the World Cup

in 1998. He is president of the West Coast Active Riders.

 

Sidelines: You don’t teach. Why?

RS: I travel 30 weeks or more a year, and found that unless a client was willing to

travel the same schedule with me, they were having a hard time maintaining the

same level of riding. Also, this way I can concentrate more on my horses and the

horses that belong to the clients who pay me to ride for them.

 

Sidelines: What is your favorite venue?

RS: Del Mar National Horse Show. It has a fantastic atmosphere, the footing is great,

there’s always a packed house, the management is great, and the prize money is

also good!
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Sidelines: Biggest thrill?

RS: The biggest thrill is winning a class, and then they raise the flag and play your

national anthem. That’s the biggest thrill of all.

 

Sidelines: What was your most memorable horse?

RS: Robinson. We’ve had a long relationship. I’ve ridden him since ’96. He’s my best

friend and is always there for me. I don’t know what I’ll do when he retires. Everybody

loves him, even the other competitors. He shines like a light and you know he means

business. Robinson knows when it’s important and he knows when it isn’t. He’s smart,

gregarious and it’s easy to love him.

 

Sidelines: What do you do for fun?

RS: I like working around our farm in Agua Dulce. I like driving the tractor, digging

ditches, putting in PVC irrigation lines, planting trees . . .  we have a bunch of mares

and foals there, and I like spending time with the babies.

You will get to see more photos when you subscribe

billt@sidelinesnews.com .

See Tack shop directory where you can buy a copy of Sidelines. 

Or call 561-790-6506 for a subscription.

Current Issue|Past Issues|Media Kit|Sponsors
Staff|Links|Home
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CONTACT US

The Orange County Horse Show Association was founded in 1982 for the purpose of promoting quality
horse shows for Orange County equestrians. The association approves and monitors horse shows,
provides support for show managers, informs members via Web site and sponsors a Year End
Championship Horse Show.

To qualify for the Year End Championship Horse Show, horse owners, equitation riders and trainers
must be a current member of OCHSA. Each rider or horse must place first, second or third in a
qualifying class at an OCHSA approved show to qualify for the Championship Show. OCHSA post all
horse and equitation rider’s Championship Show qualifications on www.OCHSA.org.

The association also maintains an annual scholarship program that will award several cash
scholarships. The scholarships are awarded to deserving members, whom apply, and are chosen by
the Scholarship Committee.

Memberships currently cost $35 a year for an individual membership, $60 a year for a family
membership and $200 for a life membership. Trainers receive a free membership but are still required
to fill out a yearly membership form. The membership year runs from October 1 to September 30 each
year.

The Association is governed by an elected Board of Directors, which is selected every other year from a
slate of candidates nominated by the membership. Board candidates must be an OCHSA member in
good standings for two years.

The Board consists of 19 senior and 2 junior members. The Board meets the second Monday of each
month. The month of February consist of committee meetings. Once a year a general membership
meeting is held. The time and place of the meeting is announced to the membership.

© 2005 Orange County Horse Show Association. All  Rights Reserved. 
Built By ASTRALCOM
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Horsing Around
As development encroaches, horseback riding remains popular in The OC. 

BY RENNE GARDNER

“There is something about the outside of a horse,” Winston Churchill said, “that is good for the inside
of a man.” The owners of Doc, Mr. Bojangles, Blue, Cowboy, Tucker, Bo and many other Orange
County horses would agree. Horses connect us with nature and help teach us responsibility. They’re
fellow athletes in equestrian sports. But most of all they’re friends, companions and riding partners. 

“Being outside and riding down a dusty trail,” says Patti Gomez of her time with her husband Richard
on their horses, Gunner and Concho, “helps clear your mind and helps you appreciate nature at its
finest. It’s good for the soul.” Living in Trabuco Canyon, she says, has made their dream of having
horses in their back yard a 
reality. 

Although California is one of the largest horse markets in the country, many locations, including
Orange County, are hurting for boarding facilities. According to Pam Bowman, owner and operator of
socalequine.com, an Internet directory geared to the horse industry in Southern California, the state is
home to over 700,000 horses. 
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Yet it can be increasingly difficult and expensive to board them. Several facilities have sold out to
developers. Some have moved. Given the cost of houses in equestrian communities like Nellie Gail
and Orange Park Acres that are built and zoned for horse ownership, most local horse owners must
rely on commercial facilities to board and care for their animals. 

Huntington Beach Equestrian Center

One such facility serving equestrians throughout the county is the Huntington Beach Equestrian
Center. Known as a jewel of the city, the center sits on 25 acres adjacent to Huntington Beach’s
Central Library. With 11 arenas, seven trainers on site and 25 acres of public trails nearby, the center
provides a safe, enjoyable and affordable facility for horse recreation. 

Allison Bowman, 28, the general manager of the HB Equestrian Center, has been involved in
activities at the center since she was 13. “I grew up riding here,” she says. “I’ve been fortunate
enough to turn it into my living.” The facility provides the boarding of 400 horses, and independent
professional trainers provide lessons in a variety of equestrian disciplines. Clinics and shows are
scheduled regularly at the facility. 

Bowman, a former competitive hunter-jumper rider, still enjoys riding her horse Kokomo in the center’s
arenas as well as on the local trails. “It’s a friendship, a bond you can build,” she says about her
relationship with her horse. “They’re such beautiful animals. They become your pet. You just
absolutely fall in love with them.” 

Members of the public are welcome to come to the equestrian center to view the horses and the
training. “We really encourage people to come on out,” says Bowman. “We love to introduce people to
horses. Everyone who comes out here gets hooked and absolutely loves it.” 

Rewards of horse ownership

The benefits of preserving opportunities for horse ownership, equestrian sports or simply horseback
riding are many. Horses are one of the only livestock animals that have made the transition from rural
to urban living. Local horse owners are vocal in their desire to preserve a place for horses in Orange
County. 

Michelle Prieto, 40, a financial counselor and single mother of five children from Santa Ana, says
horse ownership is the best thing to happen to her and her family. “My middle child was getting into
the wrong crowd,” she explains. “Now, he has learned responsibility, giving and getting respect in
return. Just brushing and offering treats to our horses brings such an awesome satisfaction. It’s a
release of positive energy for the kids.” 

Prieto owns Mackie, an Anglo Arabian gelding; Blue, a full-breed Arabian mare; and Sparta, a
Tennessee Walker. She enjoys riding in Casper’s Wilderness park, Irvine Park, Peters Canyon, Cooks
Corner and O’Neill Park. 

Debi Blacklidge, 55, of Rancho Santa Margarita has owned Doc, a 10 year-old Tennessee Walker for
five years. “Married a horse lover five years ago who bought me a horse,” she says. “It’s been an
amazing personal journey learning to overcome fear and developing confidence.” Not only in riding,
but in life, she adds. 

Blacklidge operates the website (www.saddlebackcanyonriders.com) for the Saddleback Canyon
corral, or branch, of Equestrian Trails, Inc. (ETI), an equestrian advocacy group. (See sidebar.) 

One of the biggest challenges, local equestrians agree, is educating the public on safety issues.
People need to be careful when approaching horses, they say. It is a good idea to always ask the
owner if you can come closer and let them tell you what is best. “The general public should know that
anything can spook a horse,” 35-year-old Evelyn Ortega, a Trabuco Canyon artist and horse owner
says. “If the horse rider is not making eye contact with you and is concentrating on the horse, then
stop what you are doing and let the horse collect himself and go by.” 

Blacklidge describes horses as “fight or flight” animals. Because of their size they can be perceived as
brave. They are not, she says. They’re big chickens and always concerned about their safety. In a
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natural herd situation they rely on their large numbers for safety. In a domesticated situation being
ridden, they depend on us for leadership. 

Debi Geary, 47, of Trabuco Canyon says sharing trails with people who are riding bikes or walking is
also a big challenge. “A horse is a very powerful animal and can hurt you,” she says. “You have to
exercise common sense and be polite.” Geary, an Animal Service Supervisor for Irvine Police
Department, loves being in nature and escaping daily problems when riding. She has been a horse
owner for 15 years and currently owns Cowboy, a gray registered paint quarter horse. 

Sally Wooldridge, 61, a Portola Hills insurance company customer service representative, describes
horse ownership as her passion. She has been a horse owner for 10 years and has been riding for
45. “Feel freer on horseback,” she says. “Thrill to ride, more comfortable than walking. Love the
connection  calming, timeless.” She owns two horses, Bo, an American quarter horse, and Tucker, a
Tennessee walker. 

Preserving a pastoral part of life

Wooldridge bemoans the shortage of riding trails and the sometimes aggressive and dangerous way
other trail users behave. “Equestrians have not been a united bunch historically,” she says. “We need
to join groups such as ETI and fight for our way of life before it disappears.” 

Prieto agrees that keeping trails for equestrian use is a huge local challenge. New development
encroaches on riding areas and may force stable owners to sell. The scarcity of local boarding
facilities drives up the cost of horse ownership. 

But local equestrians are adamant about preserving this pastoral, rural way of life. Riding a horse only
minutes away from urban Orange County can make you feel like you’re a million miles away, says
Patti Gomez. She and her husband Richard have owned horses for over 10 years. They enjoy riding
in O’Neill Park, Casper’s Park and the Cleveland National Forest. 

“Horses are amazing creatures with individual personalities,” she says. “They are wonderful
companions. They are our friends and they rely on us to keep them safe. We also put our trust in
them. There is a strong bond between a person and their horse.” 

Horses take us out into nature. They take us back to another time and place. And for many they take
us on a journey into ourselves. 

“What an awesome feeling to be on something that has so much power but yet knows you’re there
and really wants to take care of you,” says Michele Prieto. “Horses can take you to places that cars
and bikes cannot.” Literally and figuratively. OCM

Renne Gardner is OC METRO Magazine’s OC Outside columnist.

LOCAL STABLES
The Huntington Central Park Equestrian Center is
open from 6 a.m. to 10 p.m. It is dedicated to
preserving a place for horses in the community. All
styles of riding are taught, from jumpers, hunters,
reining, dressage, western and trail riding. Contact:
(714) 848-6565 or hcpec@verizon.net. 
Public horse rentals are available at Horseplay
Rentals, Inc. located on the Equestrian Center
grounds: (714) 848-6565. 

Country Trails Stable in Irvine Regional Park is
open from 9 a.m. till 4 p.m., Tuesday-Sunday.
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Guided trail rides are $30 for one hour, $60 for two
hours. Riders must be eight or older and weigh no
more than 200 pounds. 

Western and English styles of riding are taught for all levels of riders, eight and older. Cost is $150
per month for four 1-hour lessons. Contact: (714) 538-5860 OCM
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