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Dressage in the Delaware Valley 
Behind the PEI-level glamour of Dressage at Devon is a GMO 
with its boots anchored firmly among the grass roots 

BY D. ]. CAREY 

From grass roots to glamour: DVCTA's club show evolved into Dressage at Devon, arguabl y the 
country's most pre tigious dressage extravaganza 
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THE SIX-DAY (THIS YEAR, SE P­

tember 28 to October 3) dres­

sage competition, breed show, 

trade fa ir, and all-around extravaganza 

that i Dressage at Devon (PA) is one of 

the country's premier dressage shows, 

ranked as a three- tar CDI-W. Yet it's 

ju t one (a lbeit a ma jor one) of the 

eq uestrian happenings made pos ible 

by th e D elaware Valley Com bin ed 

Training Association, or DVCTA. 

A USDF charter group-member or­

ganiza tion (GMO) that turns 40 next 

year, DVCTA draws its 300-plus mem­

bers from New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 

Maryland, and Delaware. It sponsor 

two other nationall y recognized com­

petition , both in June: DVCTA Pre­

sent Dressage at Fair Hill , in Mary­

la nd; and the DVCTA H orse Trials, 

in Pennsy lvania. From April thro ugh 

Octob er, th e club offers sc hoo ling 

shows near ly every month. It presents 

up to a half-dozen lectures and work­

shops a year, most free and open to 

the publi c. It has a sc holarship pro­

gra m ava ilabl e to help fund a n y 

eq uine-rela ted educa ti onal acti vi ty. 

And, says former president Ali ce 

Mor e, any member who comes up 

with a new project that fits wi thin 

DVCTA's mission of horse-rela ted ed­

ucation can just "go to the board, say, 

' I'd like to run it,' and the board u u­

a ll y says, ' Great! Go do it! '" (But, 

adds for mer treas urer Amy Lewis, 

"What you can 't do is go to the board 

and say, ' I think you should do it! ") 

As for where DVCTA got its start .. . 
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Riders a t Dressage at Devon, circa 1975. The famed Di xon O val is sans 
grandstands. 

Barr Nunn 's Council and form er DVCTA president Alice Morse on 
course at Ches terl and in 1977 

Blame It on Pony Club 

One day (a DVCTA boa rd member 
and USDF "L" Education Program for 
Judge Tra ining chair M ar il yn H ea th 
te ll s the near-legendary story), a group 
of Pony Club moms in Chester County, 
PA, wa busy building a course or do­
ing other Po ny-Club-mom things. As 
they worked and chatted, a question 
aro e: Why should the kids have all the 
fu n? They decided, then and there, to 
start a " Pony Club for adul ts ." 

That was in 1965. DVCTA's "found­
ing mo thers"- a mo ng th em Archi e 
Leidy, Jea nne Braceland , Jill Willcox 
(whose farm hosted many of the club's 
early competitions, including the show 
that beca me Dres age at Devon when 
it moved to the Devon fa irgrounds in 
1975), and the late Sheila Wa ll Hundt­
began reaching o ut to the wider hor e 
community. T hey sponsored schooling 
shows and horse tria ls, one of which 
grew into the Ches terland Three-Day 
Event, held at legendary eventer Bruce 
Dav id on Sr.'s Uni o nvi lle, PA, far m. 
(As Morse notes, DVCTA may be " the 
onl y organization to have put on a CCI 
and a CDI within the sa me yea r; we 
were very busy in the fa ll back then! ") 

Th e club ea rn ed such rega rd tha t 
eventing great Denny Erner on wrote in 
2000, "lf there' one local assoc iation 
that I' ve always considered to be syn­
onymo us with top-level competition, 
it 's th e Delawa re Va ll ey Combin ed 
Tra ining Assoc ia tion. " 

Staying Responsive 
Amy Lew is says th a t D VCTA has 
" m orph ed " several t imes, with em­
phas is on combined tra ining fro m the 
1970s into the mid-'80s, then on dres­
sage after the Chesterl and event ended 
(succeeded by the non-DVCTA-affili-

The DVCTA novice-level eventing team at USET headquarters in Gladstone, J, in 1984. From 
left: Mar y Ann Merle on Duke's Masquerade, banner holder Heather Riley, Amy Lewis on T he 
Bigot, and Alice Morse oa Sage Babu. or picrured: Jill Murray on Saybrook's Legacy. 
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Renewal 
Notices 

are 
Coming! 

All one-year Participating 
Members will expire on 

November 30. 

Don't let your member­
ship expire and miss out 

on any of the USDF 
news. Renew before the 

new show season. 

Don't get left behind. 

atedFairHi lllnternationa l CCI). "But show move d from Penn ylva ni a's 

we've got a trong interest in keeping Radnor Hunt C lub to the fa ir Hill 

the eventing going," she adds. 

Says Morse: "What we do fluctu ­

a tes in terms of what people want. I 

don't think there's anything, with the 

exception of Dressage a t Devon being 

at Devon, that's inflexible. And that 's 

probably one of the reasons this or­

ganization has done well: that it's happy 

to try something new.", 

grounds. This year, every class was foll. 

Former DVCTA pres ident Sandy Uhler 

predicts, "If Georgia could run a third 

arena, she could rea ll y go over the top." 

Fair Hill has ano th er arena, with 

grands ta nd ea ting. But " during th e 

Cecil County Fair, tha t 's where th ey 

have the Demo liti on Derby, " Uhler 

says. "So there are little meta l scraps 

Leaders-in-training: Future DVCTA president Georgia Palermo (left) and VP Carole Holliday 
bonded at DVCTA's inaugural Fair Hill show in 2002 

As for the club's signature offerings, 

Morse says, "They started small and 

grew and grew. The first Dressage at 

Devon I rode in was with my two event 

horses; I did a Training Level test on 

one and a Second Level te t on the other. 

But as th e competition go t larger, it 

added the breeding divisions and started 

chewing away at the competitive di vi­

sions; Fourth Level is now the lowest 

it goes." As a result, she says, DVCTA's 

board decided, "If our members can't 

do Devon as Training Level riders, we 

need to have somethin g they can do 

that's ours and that's recognized. " 

Enter the show that's now Dressage 

at Fair Hill , chaired for the past sev­

era l years by current DVCTA president 

Georgia Palermo. In 2002, the growing 

a ll over that area; without a giant metal 

detector, we don 't da re use it!" 

Challenges: Distance and Rivals 

With loca l lan d va lu es soar in g, 

DVCTA's eventers have lost some ven­

ues for their sport. But the access pic­

ture isn't a ll blea k. Says Mor e: "Com­

pared with back in the beginning, we 

have a lot more indoor rings that we 

can use. Even with a ll of the building, 

there are many people who are very 

supportive of the horse industry." 

With members ranging from up near 

Pennsylva nia's Pocono Mountains to 

Maryland's Eastern Shore, Lewis says, 

a nother challenge is w here to meet. 

(Most club gather ings happen at the 

University of Pennsylvania's New Bo!-
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volunteer eight hours a season 
a t one of chose shows or other 
sp onso red ac ti viti es . The re­
quirement "may not sound like 
a lo t, but if yo u' re busy and 
you've paid your membership 
fees, it doesn't fee l like vo lun­
teering. So peo ple bri ti ed­
and with other schooling shows 
in the area where they co uld 
go, just pay an entry fee, and 
rid e, we wer e los ing rid ers . 
Another pitfa ll: If I asked peo-

~ pie to vo lunteer for Dressage 
a t Fa ir Hill or Dress a ge a t 
Devon, a lot of them would say, 
'Well , I' ve a lready volunteered 
my eight hours."' Effecti vely, 
th e sc hoo lin g sh ows were 
dra ining the volunteer pool. 

Loot: Carole Holliday arranges rhe goodies at the 2002 
Dressage at Fair Hill awards table 

Pa lerm o's predecesso r as 
pres id ent , Su sa n Nich o las, 
"was astute eno ugh to rea li ze 

ton Center large-animal facility in Ken­
nett Square.) 

Severa l other GMOs have sprung 
up on DVCTA's " turf" ince it found ­
ing, competing for potentia l members. 
And th ere are " mo re sc hoo ling op­
portunities ava il able, including a few 
fa rms th a t run open schoo ling-show 
se ri es," ays Lewi . 

DVCTA has responded to this chal­
lenge, says Pa lermo . Riders in such 
shows "can get credit toward year-end 
awards; they just have to get the show 
manager o r ecreta ry to sign a for m 
ch a t we provid e a nd send it in with 
their scores." 

Keeping Volunteering 
Voluntary 

As in a ny GMO, vo lunteers are th e 
li fe blood of DV CTA. If not enough 
people volunteer, activities can 't happen. 
So, Pa le rmo says, so me years ago 
DVCTA began requir ing that members 

th a t th e p o li cy h a d t o b e 
changed. It wasn't easy, but she care­
full y and diplomatica ll y got everybody 
on board . Now the schooling hows 
are succe ful , and the only vo lunteer 
requirement is that to qualify fo r year­
end a wa rd s a nd the ch ampi o nship 
show, yo u mu st work a t lea t eight 
hours. That seems to be working well ." 

GMO-Nurturing Ideas 

Morse says that DVCTA i making vol­
unteer recruitment eas ier by making 
responsibilities more managea ble. "You 
may be lu cky eno ugh to have some­
body who has nothing else to do and 
wa nts to do every thing on a project. 
But a t some point, tha t person won 't 
be there any more. Yo u have to fi gure 
a way t o brea k down th e jo b into 
chunks that people with jo bs and fa m­
ilies and a life ca n handle. And when 
so meo ne new ta kes th e jo b o n, yo u 
need to put a afety net under her: to 
ma ke sure the per on who did it be-

wanting to ride in its schooling shows fore has written down what it in volves 
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The Horse of Course, inc. 
506 W Will Rogers Blvd 

Claremore, OK 74017 
918-341-6293 

\i 

837 N Andover Rd 
Andover, KS 67002 

316-733-9068 

SOMMER 
w,,-.,r<1Sattelmache!com 1-888-49-HORSE 

www.thehorseofcourse.com 

US D F CO NECT IO EPT EMB ER 200 4 21 



CLUB CONNECTION 

and, if at all possible, is available to 

an wer questions." 
A corollary: "Even if your longtime 

core volunteers are still working, you 

need to reach out beyond them. Other­

wise the newer people in your organ­

ization will feel, 'Well, the old guard 

is doing it, and we're not really needed 

or wanted."' And don't just put a help­

wanted notice in your newsletter. "If 
you come to an individual who you 

feel can do a job, and explain to her 

what .it is and why you think she can 

handle it, chances are better that she'll 

ay at least, 'I can do some of that."' 

Thank volunteers-and not just ver­

bally. Dre sage at Fair Hill volunteers 

get passes to Dressage at Devon (and 

two, drawn by lot, get next year's 

DVCTA dues paid). Horse Trials vol­

unteers get free cross-country school-

ing. And Dressage at Devon volunteers 

get "lots of cool stuff." 

To keep leader hip ideas fresh, 

DVCTA limits officers to three con­

secutive one-year terms. Says Palermo 

(who was recruited for president by 

Nicholas, and agreed provided that she 

could choose a vice pre ident she knew 

and worked well with, Carole 

Holliday), "The fir t year you are learn­

ing. The second year i when you're 

most effective. The third year, you re­

ally know what you're doing but you're 

also looking for who wi ll follow you­

if, as Susan did, you care about what 

you've implemented." 
Visit www.dvcta .org to see the 

GMO's latest good idea: the Team Up 

Corner, where members needing help at 

a show and members willing to vol­

unteer that help (maybe it' a show 
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they've always wanted to see!) can post 

dates and contact information. Compe­

titors then make the linkup and arrange 

details directly. 
Concept originator Deb Tsang and 

new-to-dressage-showing volunteer 

Lori DiSanti connected for this past 

June's Dressage at Fair Hill. Tsang says 

DiSanti "did a great job keeping me 

organized. " DiSanti marveled at what 

he'd learned: "There were little things 

that make such sense to me that Deb 

does and that just never really occurred 

to me before." 
Help for the rider, learning for the 

helper, companionship, mutual appre­

ciation-what a win/win! ~ 

Freelance writer D.J. Carey contributed the 

Horse of the Year biographies to the 2003 

yearbook issue of USDF Connection. 
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