Fundraising Festival Benefits City to Saddle
by Meredith Norton
“It’s like a Disney movie,” fellow audience members overheard one young boy remark in amazement as he watched the Meridian Equidance Company perform their quadrille ride at the Equestrian Harvest Festival on October 3rd, 2008.  His comment was well appreciated by the performers, as the music and several movements of the quadrille pattern were inspired by the 1963 Disney film “Miracle of the White Stallions,” which tells the story of the Spanish Riding School Lipizzaner stallions.  And also like a Disney movie, the evening of performances had a target audience: children.  
The Equestrian Harvest Festival, hosted by Bear Spot Farm in Concord, MA, was a fundraising performance to benefit City to Saddle.  This non-profit organization helps economically disadvantaged children experience the equestrian sport through lesson and camp programs hosted by Massachusetts farms.  All of the proceeds from the festival were donated to City to Saddle, and many of the performances had a fanciful tone that was reminiscent of the innocent yet profound relationship between horse and child.
City to Saddle has been making the dreams of inner city hippophiles come true ever since 2003.   Barbara Zenker and Kimberly Summers co-founded the organization and conducted its pilot program in June of that year out of the Dana Hall School Riding Center in Wellesley, MA.  Eight children were given the opportunity to participate in a summer riding camp program at no cost, thanks to the aid of volunteers and donations.  Since then, City to Saddle has received Federal Government and State of Massachusetts corporate status as a 501(C) 3 tax-exempt, non-profit organization, and has enrolled nearly 200 boys and girls in summer riding programs at nine host facilities.  
Through City to Saddle’s unique program, children who might not otherwise have the opportunity are given the chance to participate in equine activities.  They not only learn the fundamentals of riding, but also learn about horse care.  Their interactions with horses grant them a new sense of responsibility, patience and confidence.  Susanne Winslade, founder and director of the Meridian Equidance Company, shares in the sentiments important to City to Saddle.  “I believe horses are a terrific medium that connects children and opportunities for growth experiences related to life. I also believe that when riders can share their horses and their time, it broadens their perspective with the world.”
The Meridian Equidance Company wanted to share their horses and time by putting on an event to benefit an organization which they supported.  The Meridian Equidance Company is composed of Susanne Winslade’s students, including nine quadrille team riders and others performing individually at the festival.  The group was formed nearly two years ago as a unique outlet to bring riding and music together.  Performing has taken much collaboration and cooperation from every team member, not only in riding, but in event planning.  The experience of riding in a team has been both challenging and rewarding.  “To me this situation seemed like the best of both worlds,” says member Sara Macaulay.  “We all got to ride with Sue and with each other and have fun with our horses; and on top of all that, we were able to make a significant contribution to City to Saddle.” 
Several children involved in City to Saddle were also able to be a part of the audience.  Eight children from the Jordan Boy’s and Girls Club in Chelsea who had all participated in City to Saddle were sponsored to attend the evening of performances.  A sixth grader from Chelsea was actually included in a performance.  Jaylen Hassell had a role in the finale freestyle designed and ridden by Alexia Rosoff of Pepperell, MA.  The children were also given specially embroidered T-shirts by which they could remember the evening.
The many performances of the Festival included a vaulting demonstration and several themed freestyles, such as a “Celtic Sojourn,” a patriotic ride, a “Spaghetti Western” and even a “newlywed” horse couple dancing with their riders wearing a tux and wedding gown.  The night culminated with a quadrille performance and a finale ridden to the music from the film “August Rush.”  Other riders included Jane Karol, owner of Bear Spot Farm.  Jane Karol not only hosted this event, but also performed an impressive freestyle ride.  “[City to Saddle] allows children who would otherwise not be around horses on a regular basis to experience the unique nutritive qualities of the horse,” says Jane. “Barbara’s idea to bring funds and other various resources to these children so that they can have a life with horses if they feel an affinity for them is brilliant.  Thus, I wanted to help in whatever way I could.” 
The night was expertly orchestrated and planned by Equidance member Leonora Giguere of Leicester, MA.  Leonora was both the event planner and a performer, and she upheld her many responsibilities gracefully.  The evening was also made possible by the support of volunteers, friends and family members.  The many volunteers were an essential aspect of this occasion and the Meridian Equidance Company would like to extend a special thank you to all those who were involved.  
Kathy Connelly, the master of ceremonies, concludes that “The Equestrian Harvest Festival was a grand success- so well orchestrated and organized and a cavalcade of talented horses and riders graced the evening.  It was very impressive and City to Saddle is such a wonderful cause.  It was a pleasure to be a part of helping with it." 
Proceeds were collected from ticket sales, donations, sponsors and a silent auction.  Sponsors included Dover Saddlery, Genzyme Corporation, SmartPak, Sunny Delight, Bear Spot Foundation, Borne Saddlery, Withers to Withers, Nashoba Equine Laundry, and Mountain Horse.  Through the combined efforts of all those involved, a gross total of over $10,000 was raised. Look for more performances by the Meridian Equidance Company in the New England area.  For more information about City to Saddle or to make your tax deductible donation, please visit www.citytosaddle.org. 
