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ove of horses knows no 
age boundaries, though 

life’s twists and turns 
can keep even the most 

dedicated horse lover from fulfilling 
her dreams. Professional and fam-
ily obligations might temporarily 
roadblock your path to the saddle, 
but many are discovering middle 
age is the perfect time to stage a 
comeback into the horse world. 

The Paint Horse industry is 
ready to welcome you with open 
arms, even if you’re completely 
new to horses or haven’t been to 
a show since your disco and leg-
warmer days. Read on as several 
reborn riders share five reasons 
that compelled them to dust off 
their chaps and get back in the 
saddle—and why you should, too.

RETURN TO YOUR ROOTS
Karen Fleetwood gained a 

wealth of experience showing 
horses as a teenager and young 
adult, and she recently returned 
to the horse industry after a 
long absence. It was then the 
41-year-old equestrienne from 
Hanover, Virginia, discovered 
Paints.

“Initially, I went to shows 
to hang out, help my friends 
and learn everything I could. 
Two years ago, I started with 
futurity in-hand competition,” 
Karen said. “I quickly saw that 
these horses, Paints, had the 
Quarter Horse brains that we 
all love, but they were better to 
look at. I was also impressed at 
how nice everyone was.”

Karen sought the advice of a 
trainer to help polish her rusty 
skills—a move she encourages 

other novices to make, too. 
She suggests going to shows 
and watching other riders, ask-
ing yourself, “Who trains the 
horses that look happy? How do 
trainers interact with their cus-
tomers? Do the customers look 
happy?”

Similarly, Vicki Simmons of 
Fredericksburg, Virginia, showed 
Paints as a child—her father 
co-founded the Shenandoah 
Paint Horse Club—but she left 
the horse world after graduating 
from high school. Twenty-five 
years later, while visiting with 
old friends at an APHA show, 
Vicki felt that familiar draw to 
the show ring, and it wasn’t long 
before she was back in the pen.

“It snowballs on you,” she 
laughed.  

First competing in weanling 
futurity classes, Vicki now shows 
in halter and Western pleasure, 
and she’s progressing into show-
manship and horsemanship, too. 
She even captured a recent Nov-
ice high-point championship 
aboard Shez Bearly Exclusive, 
her 2010 red roan overo mare.

While all exhibitors want to 
do well, it’s important not to 
focus totally on the competition, 
Vicki says. Instead, take “baby 
steps” that bring you closer and 
closer to big goals. Vicki sug-
gests surrounding yourself with 
competitive people who can give 
you constructive advice. A great 
support system will help you set 
achievable goals.

“I enjoy the social interac-
tion at APHA shows and try to 
remind myself to have fun and 
do my best,” she said. 

OLDER AMATEURS SHARE WHY VENTURING INTO THE APHA  
SHOW PEN IS ABOUT MORE THAN JUST RIBBONS AND BUCKLES.

Top: Returning to horses after a two-decade 
absence, Karen Fleetwood discovered APHA was 
an ideal organization in which to stretch her wings. 

Above: Inheriting a love of Paint Horses from her 
father, Vicki Simmons rekindled her love of the 
breed—and her own sense of competition—with 
Shez Bearly Exclusive. 
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Linda Carpenter and Stacey Stephens discovered a shared love of reining. The mother-daughter team saddled up 
for the 2014 APHA World Show aboard Reminis and Hollywood Reminic, respectively, checking a big goal off their 
bucket lists.

MAKE NEW FRIENDS
Dawn Conlin always loved horses, 

but growing up in suburban Chicago 
meant owning and showing weren’t 
viable options—though she did take 
every opportunity as a child to cruise 
through the city’s south-side forest 
preserves aboard rented horses. Now 
living in Central Illinois, the 49-year-
old recently returned to the show 
ring, making her debut in APHA’s 
Amateur Walk-Trot division. Thanks 
to a generous friend, Dawn paired up 
with Dixie Norfleet Mccue, a veteran 
show horse owned by fellow APHA 
Amateur Kristy Doyle of Blooming-
ton, Illinois. 

“I’m very fortunate to be able to 
borrow ‘Dixie.’ She’s done everything 
and knows her job so well. As long 
as I ask correctly, there’s nothing she 
can’t do,” Dawn said. “She takes care 
of me.”  

According to APHA rules, Amateur 
Walk-Trot exhibitors are not required 
to own their mounts to participate 
locally in the division; however, they 
must meet ownership requirements 
if they want to earn nationally recog-
nized APHA points. The association’s 
new Show Lease Program provides an 
easy means of leasing a non-owned 

horse to reap the full benefit of APHA 
show participation. Learn more 
about leasing in the March 2015 
Paint Horse Journal, or download a 
Show Lease Form at apha.com/forms/
performance-forms.

With newfound confidence and 
a sweet ride, Dawn’s enjoying her 
return to the saddle—and she’s even 
considering purchasing a Paint of 
her own. For other riders return-
ing to showing, Dawn recommends 
networking with other owners, com-
petitors and trainers, volunteering at 
shows to learn the ropes and finding 
the most experienced horse you can. 

“Kristy could have leased Dixie to 
a lot of other riders; I’m just glad she 
picked me,” Dawn said. “Remember, 
you’re never too old to ride a Paint!”

FINISH THAT BUCKET LIST
Linda Carpenter, age 67, and 

her 48-year-old daughter, Stacey 
Stephens, recently checked off a 
longtime goal—showing horses 
together—from their “bucket lists.” 
The challenge? Finding an event they 
both enjoyed. Reining, as it turns out, 
fit the bill perfectly. 

In 2014, their first year show-
ing in APHA-approved events, the 

mother-daughter team went all-in 
and competed at the APHA World 
Championship Show: Linda in Ama-
teur Reining on Reminis, her 2004 
palomino tobiano mare, and Stacey in 
Novice Amateur Reining on the fam-
ily’s 2008 palomino tobiano stallion, 
Hollywood Reminic. The accomplish-
ment of showing at this level was even 
more special because both horses are 
descended from the Carpenter fam-
ily’s first horse: Scootin Glory, a 1984 
bay tobiano mare purchased by Stacey 
some 20 years ago.

“Watching my mother show is 
magical,” Stacey said. “It’s amazing to 
realize all of this started with buying 
one horse. Now my mom and I are 
doing something we love. We’re hav-
ing fun together.” 

“Learning to ride and show has 
been such a growing experience,” 
Linda added. “There are moments 
when you think it can’t get any better, 
and then it does.” 

Linda and Stacey also enjoy the 
camaraderie of showing with other 
riders from trainer Daniel Hoerauf ’s 
Nova Reiners in Goldvein, Virginia. 

“We all sit together at shows, cheer 
for each other and support each 
other,” Linda said. “It makes showing 
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Ricky reminds new exhibitors that showing should be 
fun—he advises others to stay relaxed and don’t put 
undue pressure on yourself to win.

When Ricky Thompson purchased a weanling Paint, he decided 
to give in-hand trail competition a shot. A few months later, Ricky 
and Pawnee Magic Moonshne won their class at the 2011 CVPHC 
Futurity. That spurred Ricky to continue reaching for new goals.

more enjoyable, and I think it also 
helps us all do better.” 

The duo’s advice to others embark-
ing on the show ring for the first time 
includes building stamina and skills 
through short, frequent riding ses-
sions—weekend marathons, they say, 
can leave your body sore and your 
mind overloaded with information. 
They also emphasize finding a trainer 
you trust. 

“We have several horses in training, 
which is expensive. If Daniel doesn’t 
think a horse will work out, he’s quick 
to tell us. He knows we don’t want to 
waste time or money,” Stacey said. 

Both Linda and Stacey stress the 
importance of clear, honest communi-
cation with your trainer. 

The right horse is also critical to 
help instill confidence while embark-
ing on this new journey.  

“Find a horse that will do what you 
ask without expecting perfection from 
you,” Stacey said. “He needs to forgive 
your mistakes, and you need to be able 
to trust him.” 

Aside from quality mother-daughter 
time, riding together has had another 
benefit for Stacey and Linda.

 “It’s great that Linda and Stacey ride 
together,” Daniel said. “They make my 

job easier because they talk so much 
about their rides—what went right, 
what didn’t, what they need to work 
on and what they did well. The com-
munication helps both of them learn.”

Getting show-ring nerves under 
control can be challenging for riders 
of any age, and it’s a constant battle 
for Stacey.

“In other parts of my life, I am fully 
confident in my ability. If I’m giving 
a presentation or a demonstration, I 
never get nervous—I am still working 
to achieve that level of confidence in my 
showing,” she said. “It just takes time 
and experience, like anything else.”

Linda approaches the show pen 
differently. 

“I’ve been competitive for so long in 
many aspects of my life. At this point, 
I’m only competing against myself, 
against my last performance,” she said.

DISCOVER NEW GOALS
Ricky Thompson of Staunton, Vir-

ginia, and girlfriend Gail Finney of 
New Kent, Virginia, never dreamed 
of getting involved with Paints until 
setting out in search of a trail horse 
in their mid-40s. Word of mouth 
led the couple to a dispersal sale 
featuring several well-bred Paints, 

and they left with a mare and a 
weanling. Partially in tribute to the 
horse’s late breeder, Ricky decided to 
train the weanling for in-hand trail, 
even though neither he nor Gail had 
ever seen the class. With help from 
the APHA rulebook and YouTube 
videos, he prepared Pawnee Magic 
Moonshne, a 2010 sorrel solid geld-
ing, for the 2011 Central Virginia 
Paint Horse Club Fall Futurity in 
Lexington, Virginia. 

At the show, Ricky had a moment 
of concern as he parked his 1994 
pick-up and steel trailer next to a 
fancier rig. Trusting in his horse, 
Ricky’s apprehension was short-lived 
and he showed Pawnee Magic Moon-
shne to first place. After the success-
ful show, Ricky and Gail moved on 
to under-saddle competition, too. 
These days, Ricky still loves doing 
most of his horses’ training himself, 
with help from trainer and friend 
Josh Lotts. 

“Practice, practice, practice,” 
Ricky advised, “particularly the parts 
that are hard for you or your horse. 
Practicing what is easy and comfort-
able won’t get you far.” 

Ricky also encourages newcom-
ers to seek help from experienced 
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horsemen to learn about the 
classes and decide what to enter 
at your first event. Local shows 
might help prepare you and your 
horse for the hustle-and-bustle 
that can come with competition 
environments. When you’re ready 
to give showing a try, take care 
not to put too much pressure on 
yourself. 

“I always remember that I 
do this for fun. This helps me 
relax—and my relaxation keeps 
my horse calm and allows us to 
do better,” Ricky said. 

LEAVE THE NEST
With her horse-showing son 

Afton away at college, it wasn’t 
long before Rema McCue felt the 
emotional pangs that come with 
an empty nest. She and her son 
had competed together in local 
open shows but college now lim-
ited those opportunities. Refusing 
to give up what she loved just 
because she was on her own, 
Rema decided to explore Paint 
opportunities for Jus Shootin The 
Moon, her 2000 bay overo mare. 

“I started showing in APHA 
with halter, showmanship, and 
hunter under saddle and then 
branched out into Western,” 
Rema said. 

At age 60, Rema says Paint 
Horse activities have helped her 
immensely.  

“I continue to learn and grow as an 
individual,” she said. “I don’t think 
about retiring. I think about moving 
on to the next step in my riding.

“For me, horse showing is about 
demonstrating the power of my 
partnership with my horse, as 
well as the wonderful people. Last 
weekend, I went to a show—with-
out my horse—just to hang out 
with my Paint friends. I used to 
be defined though my son and my 
marriage. At this stage of my life, 
the horses define me and my circle 
of friends.” 

Whether you’re a first-time 
competitor or someone with years 
of horse experience returning to 
the industry, APHA has a class or 
division that’s right for you. From 
halter and showmanship to Ama-
teur Walk-Trot to Novice Amateur, 
you’ll find a place to get started 
and the opportunity to build con-
fidence and sharpen skills for the 
future. The only question is “What 
are you waiting for?” 

Cathy Herbert is a special contributor 
for the Paint Horse Journal. To com-
ment on this article, email feedback@
apha.com.

Finding herself without an open show partner 
when her son went to college, Rema McCue 
didn’t let that stop her. Instead, she found 
a new group of friends at APHA shows that 
helped the horsewoman expand her horizons.
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“ Horse showing is about 
demonstrating the power of my 
partnership with my horse, as 
well as the wonderful people.”

TRAINER’S TURN

Use your “self-preservation” 
instincts effectively. 
Older riders tend to be more 
cautious and aware of the need to 
work within their physical limits. 

The Upside: You’re conscientious and 
safety-oriented. 

The Downside: If you get worried, 
your body tends to stiffen, 
transmitting tension to your horse. 

The Solution: A good-minded horse 
can help you learn to relax and, at 
the same time, build confidence, 
which is transmitted back to the horse 
and further increases the horse’s 
confidence and relaxation, too.

Daniel Hoerauf of Nova Reiners in Goldvein, Virginia, has helped a number of Amateurs return to the show pen. 
Along the way, he’s gathered some tips to help older riders succeed in their endeavors. 

Use learning skills you’ve 
developed over a lifetime. 
Older horsemen sometimes feel like it 
takes them longer to master a riding 
concept than a younger rider. 

The Upside: You pay attention to and 
efficiently process information provided 
by trainers or peers.  

The Downside: Learning new physical 
skills might take longer than it does for 
children and adolescents, who seem to be 
able to build “muscle memory” very easily.

The Solution: Use the skills you’ve 
developed in other aspects of your life to 
get the job done. Slow down maneuvers 
or break them into smaller parts until the 
body cues become second nature. 

Wait for something good. 
Throughout life, older riders have 
learned that sometimes it’s necessary to 
wait for something good to come along. 
This applies to horse shopping, too.   

The Upside: You tend to balance all sides 
of an equation before acting. When horse 
shopping, this includes a pre-purchase 
exam and discussion with trainer or 
knowledgeable friends.

The Downside: It’s easy to get fixated on 
finding a perfect horse—remember each 
horse has strengths and weaknesses.  

The Solution: Weigh the pros and cons of 
a horse purchase in terms of your budget 
and needs. If possible, take the horse for 
a test drive before committing.
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