Trail Riding for a Great Cause
By Gretel Hakanson
Early in 2009, President Obama called upon all Americans for more public service. Not only are U.S. citizens putting in more volunteer hours but this call to action may also encourage participation in philanthropic events.

In fact, the Run, Walk, Ride Fundraising Council, estimates that these types of events raise $3 billion to $4 billion a year, or 1 to 2 percent of the nation’s philanthropy. There are events for just about every activity including, of course, trail riding. 

Benefit trail rides are going on all over the country, supporting a wide range of charities. The rides range from half-day affairs to weeklong events involving thousands of horses and riders with a host of ancillary activities. 
Animal Disaster Services of Yavapai County
This annual three-day ride takes place in Arizona’s high desert near the town of Prescott. Last years’ ride attracted 30 riders and raised about $2,000 for the Animal Disaster Services (ADS) of Yavapai County. The nonprofit organization houses and cares for animals in need during emergencies.

Spike Hicks is an ADS volunteer and organizes the ride. “Our motto is ‘Don’t leave home without them’ which means if you are evacuated from you home, take your animals with you and we’ll shelter them,” says Hicks. 

Hicks was part of the group that started the ride three years ago. It began as a one-day ride that included lunch on the trail. It was so well received that they decided to host a three-day ride at one of the area equestrian campgrounds.

Wendy-Erica Werden was a participant on the 2009 ride. She was intrigued by the ride because she wanted to learn more about the organization with the hopes of getting a similar organization started in her area near Tucson. “The fact that the ride was a fundraiser was my motivation to go up there because I saw it as great cause and it’s a good excuse for me to go ride,” she says with a laugh. 

The campground and the trails, which travel through tall pines at about 6,000 feet in elevation were also a draw, “I was extremely impressed with the Groom Creek Campground. It literally looked like a Zen garden when got there,” she says. “The trails were beautiful too – not real rocky with some changes in elevation, in the tall pines.”
The event runs from Friday afternoon to Sunday afternoon with multiple rides of varying lengths and degrees of difficulty each day. Four catered meals and two sack lunches were provided.  

“I would definitely recommend fundraising rides as a participant because it’s nice to go and leave the responsibility to someone else and not have to worry about the details,” says Werden. “You also meet new people and it expands your network of people to ride with.” 

Runamuk Guest Ranch 

The benefit ride at the Runamuk Guest Ranch takes place on a working cattle ranch an hour’s drive from Bililngs, Montana in Roundup. Since 1886, the 18,000-acre ranch has been raising commercial cattle and horses. 

Jody Dahl, who with her husband, runs the ranch and organizes the annual ride. When asked about her motivation for hosting a benefit ride, Dahl says, “The first and foremost thing is that we need to give back to society and not always see what we can get out of society and life. So I asked myself, ‘How do I narrow that down?’ I decided to focus locally and work to benefit our direct community.”

Riders come from all over Montana, Wyoming, North Dakota, South Dakota, Colorado, Washington and even California to participate in the ride. “People, I think, are drawn to the terrain. It’s beautiful country here with sandstone rim rock and open meadows,” says Dahl. 

Riders have their choice of a 15-mile or 10-mile ride on Saturday with a lunch provided on the trail.  The trails are well marked with colored flags. The trails go through a diverse landscape of open meadows, sandstone rimrock and pine forests with moderate ups and downs. 

Runamuk hosts dinner and dance on Saturday night. There’s also a wine tasting featuring wines from a local winery and an auction. On Sunday, riders fuel up on homemade donuts, coffee and juice before heading out on a ½-day ride. All three events can be attended (and are paid for) separately. 

All of the proceeds from the weekend are donated to the Chase Hawks Memorial Foundation, an organization that helps families in crisis. The 2009 ride raised $18,000 for the nonprofit. 

Caballos del Sol 

“Caballos del Sol is a Cadillac ride,” says Charlie Westbury who has done the ride 16 out of the 17 years of its existence. He’s also one of the trail bosses. “It’s really top drawer.”

Translated as “horses of the sun,” the Caballos del Sol ride, which takes place annually in March, began as a way to encourage Midwesterners and Easterners to come to Arizona and ride in the sun after being cooped up all winter.

This event lasts six days and takes place at varying locations each year, typically on private ranch land in the Northern Arizona area. 

The ride’s founders, Wendell Petefish and Diane Lovett decided that horse people needed to give back to their communities, just like other civic groups. Proceeds from the ride are donated to a variety of local charities and to date, $144,225 has been donated. 

Elaine Eaton-McCants has been organizing the ride for the past three years. “It’s wonderful to send out the money and get thank you letters back. People are just so appreciative. It is a lot of work but I have a good time. And it’s for a good cause,” she says.

Westbury certainly appreciates the philanthropic nature of the ride but he also enjoys some of the benefits of being a trail boss. “On a selfish point of view, we get to ride in places where we normally can’t because a lot of these places are private ranches,” he says. “We get people from California, Oregon, Washington, Texas and even New Jersey, Pennsylvania and Illinois. Most people think of Arizona as just desert, but when they get here they are amazed. To show folks who don’t know what Arizona is truly like, that’s gratification as well. I think Arizona is the most beautiful state in the union, it’s gorgeous.”

The ride is limited to 130 participants and many people return year after year. The ride is not advertised, people learn about it through word-of-mouth and it always sells out with a waiting list. Eaton-McCants enjoys the social aspect of the event. It’s a sort-of reunion for the returning riders and she likes to get to know the new riders over the six days. One of Eaton-McCants’ favorite parts of the ride is “meeting the people and enjoying the company of the riders. I love to ride around the campground when everyone is arriving and visit with each of them. It’s a lot of fun.“

Jack Monroe Beach Ride

Perhaps the largest and most renowned of all fundraising rides, the Jack Monroe Beach Ride, brings in hundreds of thousands of dollars for the American Heart Association. Thirteen hundred horses and riders descend on Myrtle Beach for five days of oceanfront camping and beach riding, which culminates with a 20-mile beach ride. 

Planning the ride and securing sponsorships is a full-time job for Katherine Leventis Beverly, director of corporate relations for the American Heart Association (AHA). The 2008 ride raised $245,000 for the AHA and $275,000 was the goal for the 2009 ride, which marked the 28th year. Each rider is responsible for his or her own fundraising with prizes and awards for the top fundraisers.
Julie DeChaine of Jacksonville, North Carolina rode in the 2009 ride. “My mom passed away a couple of years ago of a massive heart attack. She actually died while riding her horse in a team penning competition,” says DeChaine. “So it was important for me as a woman to raise awareness for the American Heart Association, as you know heart disease is the number one killer of women. With my love and passion of horses, it was important for me to be able to combine the two.” On a lighter note DeChaine says with a smile, “And getting away for five days from the husband and kids was too good to pass up.”

The ride takes place annually in late October or early November and is scheduled based on the tide timetable. Founder Jack Monroe, began the ride 28 years ago after horses were banned from the beach. Monroe lobbied the city and county to allow just a few hours of beach riding on one Saturday a year, permission was granted as long as he partnered with a charity. Monroe is a six-time heart attack survivor so the fit with the AHA made sense and the ride’s popularity continues to grow.

“People love riding on the beach and swimming in the ocean with their horses”, says Beverly. “There are so many people who have never been able to ride their horse on the beach and they love camping with their horses. At the same time, we have so many riders that have lost someone or someone they know or even they themselves have been affected by heart disease or stroke and they love to ride in memory or in honor of someone.” 

The five days are packed full of family-friendly events such as costume contests, cookouts, poker runs and five miles of the beach is open to riding. Saturday is the big day when a ten-mile stretch of the beach is open to horses with a meal served at the 10-mile marker, which is the turn around point.

“My favorite part of the ride is pulling into camp, overlooking the entire campground and seeing all of the people and their horses who have come to this event in support of the American Heart Association,” says Beverly “At the end of all of my days I go home knowing that I helped raise money to save lives and these people are so committed. It’s just very inspiring.“

Gretel Hakanson is a freelance writer in Tucson, Arizona. She lives with her husband, horse, three dogs and a cat and spends her free time trail riding, hiking, running and bike riding in the desert.
[Sidebar]
A Selection of 2010 Benefit Rides

Caballos del Sol, Skull Valley, Arizona
Benefits various local charities
March 22-28, 2010
gday@commspeed.net, (928) 567-3219
The United States Trail Ride Memorial Day Benefit Ride, Middleburg, Virginia
Beneficiary varies from year to year
May 30, 2010
hwww.ustrailride.org/MemorialDay.html

Animal Disaster Services of Yavapai County, Prescott, Arizona
Organization provides evaluation assistance for animals
June 5-7, 2010 (tentative)
www.dogcatadoption.com/animal_disaster_services.html

This Horse Is Silent Cares Benefit Trail Ride, Jamestown, Tennessee 
Organization helps families experiencing illness or financial crisis.
June 10-13, 2010
www.thiscares.org

Runamuk Guest Ranch Annual Benefit Ride, Roundup, Montana

Benefits the Chase Hawks Memorial Association
Third weekend in June
www.runamukguestranch.com


Saddle Up LA Benefit Horseback Ride and Country BBQ, Los Angeles, California
An AIDS benefit ride for the Life Group LA
Tentatively scheduled for July 2010
www.saddleupla2009.kintera.org
Equest Therapeutic Riding Center, Southwestern Maine
Benefits the therapeutic riding program
October 10, 2010
www.equestmaine.org/pages/trailride.html
Jack Monroe Beach Ride, Myrtle Beach, South Carolina
Benefit for the American Heart Association

Late October/early November
www.ahabeachride.org
