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Fire Claimed the Barn but Not Its Special Mission
 
Last month; a barn burned in the 
Clifton area, an event noted some­
what quidly in The Post until folks 
stressed that it was not just a barn, i t 
was the home of the Northern Vir­
ginia Therapeutic Riding Program 
(uruno.notrp.org), aFairfaxnonprofit 
that serves adults and children with 
= , I "disabilities. 

Kevin James, who 
lives in the Fair 
Lakes area, has vol­
unteered there for 
more thanfive y ears. 
He shares his per­

.spectioe on what therapeutic riding 
can meanandhour theprogramhopes 
to move forward. 

discovered the Northern Vir­
ginia Therapeutic Riding Pro­
gram five years ago when I 
volunteered at one of its com­

munity work days to fix fences, 
mow lawns and help with barn up­
keep. 

I had never worked with horses 
or with individuals with disabili­
ties, so the experience was new 
and, as I would later discover, life­
changing. 

The group had energy. The rid­
ers dearly loved what they were 
doing, and the volunteers had a 
great time helping them. I came 
back the followingweek for anoth­
er work day, and after a long morn­
ing of fixing a round pen, the pro­
gram director asked me if I wan t ­
ed to volunteer for the next riding 
session. I said yes, and my fate W::IS 

sealed! 
At the time, I knew very little 

about horses or therapeutic lid­
ing, but I have learned so much 
about both since then. Simply put, 
therapeutic riding is about teach­
ing children and adult s with disa ­
bili ties to ride horses in a support-
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AJuly19fire destroyed a bamin Clifton, forcing the Northem Virginia Therapeutic RidingProgramto relocate. 

ive environment that is challeng­
ing and rewarding. The benefits 
are numerous. Riders improve bal­
ance, strength, coordination, con­
fidence, concentration and self­
esteem. They alsodevelop socially 
through their constant interac­
tions with other riders, volunteers 
and instructors. 

Fundamentally, therapeutic rid­
ing is about challenging riders and 
expecting of them everything that 
they have to offer. It is about fo­
cusing on abilities rather than dis­
abilities. 

One of my favorite ride rs , 
Claire McTIernan of Reston, is 
one of the most wonderful and 
courageous 12-year-olds that I've 
come across. Despite living with 
cerebral palsy and having to strug­
gle through very painful physical 
therapy sessions, she is out at the 
farm on Saturday morning with a 
smile on her face and a l!reat sense 
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Claire McTiernan ofRestonisa 
reeu!ar for whom ridingmeans 
hedom frOrnl a tl\fl1t~elcbalr. 

" 

of humor - even a bit sassy with 
volun teers at times. Because she is 
normally in a wheelchair, being on 
a horse gives Claire a freedom of 
movement that she would never 
experi ence otherwise . She's a 

great rider, and our volunteers 
and staff get a tremendous amount 
of joy watching her succeed and 
have fun. 

Over the past five years, helping 
Claire and others has served as a 
constant reminder to me of the 
preciousness of each individual's 
life. We all come with our own 
story, our own challenges (often 
unseen to those around us), and 
our own triumphs. Individuals 
with disabilities face difficulties 
most of us never do, yet those are 
only one part of their lives. Thera­
peutic riding has taught me to en· 
gage those individuals in their en­
tirety, not ignoring their disabili­
ties but ultimately trying to focus 
on those unique gifts they bring to 
the world. 

Our riders' smiles are on hold 
right now due to last month's bam 
fire. There has been a tremendous 
outnourinz of sunnort from thp. 

"Riders improve 
balance, strength, 
coordination, 
confidence, 
concentration and 
self-esteem. They also 
develop socially . ; . " 

- KEVIN JAMES,volunteer, 
Northern Virginia 

Therapeutic Riding Program 

community, and we can't thank ev­
eryone enough for everything 
they've done so far. In the short 
term, the program will be operat­
ing from two locations, with half 
the horses at each barn. This will 
get our riders up on horses again, 
but the arrangement will be diffi­
cult to sustain, partly because our 

. staff, horses, volunteers and 
equipment will be split, and partly 
because the sites we will be using 
are provided on a temporary basis. 

So we are looking for a perma­
nent home, 12 to 15 acres in the 
Clifton area or surrounding area 
in Fairfax, from which we can bet­
ter serve the community. There 
are 25 ,000 individuals with disa­
bilities living in Fairfax: County, 
and our program currently has a 
year-long waiting list. With a per­
manent home, our program could 
grow to help meet this demand for 
therapeutic riding services. 

Through the support of so many 
people in the community, the pro­
gram is already bouncing back 
from this tragedy. But with even 
more support, it could expand so 
many more children and adults 
with disabilities could experience 
the independence and satisfaction 
that rirlin!> ('~n hrinlr to thPir 1ivp~ 


