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2016 was all about taking time to bond with horses,
celebrating an accomplishment on horseback and
driving a carriage – all while exploring nature on our
38-acre property. The serene setting offers our riders
and carriage drivers an opportunity to learn,
experience and reach beyond their limits that no
other therapeutic setting can offer. They make
meaningful connections with their side-walkers who go alongside them
guiding their experience with the horse.
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RVR was an exciting place to be this year. At Afton and Rick-A-Shay
Ranch, riders, drivers, volunteers and horses all relished time on the
trail, experiencing Olympic games, meeting new friends and enjoying
the long, warm days of summer. There were endless smiles as riders
accomplished new skills on horseback, or laughed with a friend. It is
truly amazing to see how our horses can sense the emotions of our
participants and help them process their feelings and grow.
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A Year in Review

During this season of giving, we are especially grateful to all of our
volunteers, horses, and donors for your support. Because of your
generosity, people with special needs and challenges of all ages are
accomplishing more than they ever imagined through the healing power
of our horses. Horses help create meaningful and changing moments
for all of us.
As you gather with your friends and family around this holiday season,
remember you hold a very special place in the heart of RVR. It is
because of you RVR continues on this path of changing and healing
moments for so many riders and drivers impacted by what we do.
Yours truly,
Joan Berg
Join our Facebook community
www.facebook.com/rivervalleyriders

River Valley Riders
Where Smiles & Confidence Come Together

2017
IMPORTANT DATES
January 27:
Stillwater Sampler
April 22:
Volunteer Training
June 24:
Walk-Wheel &
Ride-A-Thon
July 30:
AutoLieben
German Car Show
August 26:
St. Croix Cup
Polo Match
October 7:
Round-Up Dinner
& Auction
To get updates on these
& other events, visit our
website & follow us on
Facebook!

River Valley Riders
8362 Tamarack Village
Suite 119-440
Woodbury, MN 55125
Phone: 651-439-2558
E-mail: rjberg@centurytel.net
Web: www.rivervalleyriders.org

Giving from the Heart

Lesson Sites
2007 Neal Avenue South
Afton, Minnesota

Did you know that creating confidence and changing lives is at the heart
of RVR? In this season of giving, please consider helping RVR make
dreams come true for our participants and their parents to ride and drive
throughout the year and not have to worry about cancellations in the
summer due to rain or heat. RVR is a special place where healing,
growing and changing lives happens. Nestled in the St. Croix Valley,
riders and volunteers have the opportunity to experience RVR in a natural
and breath-taking setting. To donate, visit our website, Facebook page or
for your convenience, please use the enclosed envelope.

Rick-A-Shay Ranch
Scandia, Minnesota

“One of the first times I volunteered with RVR, a parent told me it was the
best hour of her week. She could relax and enjoy her child riding a horse”.
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About RVR
The mission of River Valley
Riders is to enrich the lives of
children and adults with special
needs by providing equine
assisted activities and therapies.
Lessons are conducted in
accordance with the safety,
training and instructional
guidelines of the Professional
Association of Therapeutic
Horsemanship International.

“He has had increased upper body strength. One of his big goals was to
be able to do monkey bars and now he can hang from them. And, he has
increased his confidence”.
“I loved watching her hold the reins, then holding on as her horse trotted.
The smile she had radiated joy”.

Christian Through the Years
I started working with Christian in 2007 when he
was just four years old. I remember he was so
apprehensive and afraid. Here it is 2016 and he
has grown into a young man a head and a shoulder
taller than I am. Watching Christian’s progress
throughout the years has been amazing. He has
accomplished so much. He is now in the
independent riding session and I couldn’t be
prouder. The friendship and bond that we have
formed has been wonderful and will be etched in my
heart forever.
His struggle over the years to get on “Miss Pickles” ended this year. He is
now able to get on with just a leg up – what an accomplishment! We are
still working on the dismount but with his sheer determination, I am sure
this will be accomplished when we start riding again in the Spring.
Watching him untack at the end of the session and carrying his saddle
and pad to the tack trailer shows the strength he has developed over the
years. He really doesn’t need me as
a side walker as he does a
wonderful job riding independently
but I honestly believe he knows that I
need him more than he needs me.
What this young man has given me
throughout the years is more than I
could ever imagine. And I can’t wait
to see him again next Spring.
Written by Yvonne Ecklund
15 Year Volunteer & Board Member

St. Croix Cup — A Game of Polo Anyone?
The St. Croix Polo Club selected RVR as the charity
of choice for the St. Croix Cup – our first-ever polo
fundraiser! And while the polo match took place on
a rainy Saturday afternoon on August 27, 2016 at
the Ameritina Polo Farm in Baldwin, Wisconsin the
weather didn’t stop the event from being a success.
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Spectators also had the unique opportunity to watch
RVR riders and drivers proudly demonstrate their
achievements in therapeutic riding and driving.

Thank you to the St. Croix Polo Club and to all who
supported this great event! We are happy to say
that the St. Croix Polo Club has chosen RVR as the
2017 St. Croix Cup beneficiary. Stay tuned for more
to come on this fun and exciting event that will be
held on Saturday, August 26th!

AutoLieben German Car Show — Horsepower Drives On!
What do car enthusiasts and horses have in
common? Horse power! Supporting RVR, this
summertime celebration hosted on July 31, 2016 by
AutoLieben showcased the best cars that Germany
has produced...both historic and modern. Along with
the BMW Car Club of America, Minnesota BMW,
Mercedes Benz Club of America, and Porsche PCA,
this unique German car show event took place on
the lawns of the beautiful Afton Alps Ski Resort and
Golf Club.
Thank you to everyone who supported this event!

RVR therapy horse Arvid was happy to assist in
telling the RVR story. He was a show stopper as car
enthusiasts took the time to stop by and say hello.
RVR had a unique opportunity to talk about the
impact which horses and the RVR experience has
on changing the lives of those with special needs.
Horse power of both kinds will be celebrated again
on Sunday, July 30, 2017 with another fun-filled day
of music, food, German cars – and did we mention
that Arvid will be back?

2016 Afton Site Improvements
The continued improvements to our Afton site
benefit our riders, families, volunteers and horses. In
2016, the crushed limestone carriage/riding trail
around the property was completed to provide a
smoother ride for the carriage drivers and a safer
walking surface for our leaders and sidewalkers
during trail rides. We installed patio blocks between
the picnic shelter and arena to provide a nicer area
for our parents and visitors to observe our lessons.
Also, with a generous donation of all fencing
materials and labor, two horse pastures were built.
This is a wonderful addition as there are horses on
site on lesson days for many hours. The horses can

RIVER VALLEY RIDERS REVIEW

now relax and eat grass, preparing to be loved and
appreciated by our riders when lessons start!
The next goal is to develop the Afton property to
include an indoor riding arena. Currently, RVR
cancels about 10% of the lessons due to rain,
storms and temperature (cold and hot). The indoor
arena will enable RVR to continue services during
most inclement weather. This increases the
efficiency and consistency of our program and will
extend the riding season for the benefit of our riders
and drivers.
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Walk-Wheel and Ride-A-Thon — A Day in the Park
While summer may seem like a long-time ago, our
2016 Walk-Wheel Ride-A-Thon event on June 18th
took place on a beautiful, crisp mid-summer day at
the Lake Elmo Park Reserve. While the day started
with a few clouds, the temperature was perfect to
enjoy a trail to walk-wheel and horseback ride.
Participants took advantage of the great weather to
make new friendships and raise funds for the benefit
of the RVR program!
We had a wonderful picnic spot under the trees that
provided shade as the clouds gave way to a sunny
afternoon. Yummy burgers from Hagberg’s Country
Market were cooked by Dave Durand. Thanks to
the many generous donors, there were door prizes
for all participants including the horses! A huge
thank you to all the donors, volunteers, walkers,

wheelers, and riders who made this annual event a
memorable one. With your help we raised over
$23,000 which supports the RVR riding and driving
programs!
And while next summer may seem like a long way
from now, it’s never too early to mark your calendar
for Saturday, June 24, 2017 for our 18th Annual
Walk-Wheel & Ride-A-Thon. Share with your family,
friends and saddle clubs to enjoy a fun day of fresh
air and bountiful nature trails at the Lake Elmo Park
Reserve. Horseback riders, walkers and wheelers
will be treated to breakfast, lunch and wonderful
door prizes! See you at the park! To volunteer,
participate or donate to this event, please visit
www.rivervalleyriders.org or call 651-439-2558 and
leave a message.

Round-Up Dinner and Auction — Riding for Smiles!
Our 13th Annual Round-Up Dinner and Auction
“Riding for Smiles” on October 8th was an
unbelievable evening of smiles and stories! Guests
heard from two special families how RVR has
touched their lives and made a difference. But don’t
take our word for it. To watch their stories, visit our
website’s Community page.

being served an array of delicious appetizers.
Laughter and conversation could be heard as guests
walked around viewing all the wonderful silent
auction items including the St. Paul Saints tickets,
Green Bay Packer basket, Apple iPad Mini, an array
of spa and restaurant certificates and many creative
baskets filled with wine and spirits.

During the event we heard from parents, like Katie
and Brandon, who shared, “We love the RVR
program! Our son has made progress in many areas
of his life.” And parents Tami and Armando
remember seeing their daughter sitting upright on
her horse for the first time, experiencing a freedom
that only the movement of a horse can give.

We are excited to have partnered with Stagetime
Productions for making the bidding and check out
process a success for our guests. The transition
from paper to technology helped make the process
more simple and enjoyable. While having a
delightful dinner, guests were treated to a beautifully
decorated table and a life-size barn door featuring a
photo of therapy horse Rahji who took center stage
for the evening.

We are so grateful to all the volunteers, friends,
families, riders and drivers who shared an evening
of coming together to celebrate the amazing
partnership that horses have with their human
friends. With the generosity of the Fund the Vision
donors and the challenge grant from the Richard M.
Schulze Family Foundation, we are excited to have
reached our Round-Up fundraising goal of $50,000!
This is a major step toward the goal of building an
indoor riding arena which is the cornerstone of our
dream for a riding center and facility.
This year’s Round-Up took place at the Envision
Event Center (formerly the Prom Center) in
Oakdale. Guests were treated to the live music of
Tommy Burnevik during the cocktail hour while
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Auctioneer Katie Imholte from Fladeboe Auctions
connected RVR’s Fund the Vision with a personal
approach that helped support our mission and
values for what we do and to highlight the unique
impact of horses and volunteers on our riders and
drivers. It was wonderful to be part of a magical
evening!
Dust off your cowboy boots, denim and diamonds
for the 14th Annual Round-Up Dinner and Auction
on Saturday October 7, 2017 at the Envision Event
Center! To volunteer, participate or donate to this
event, please visit www.rivervalleyriders.org or call
651-439-2558.

Walk-Wheel and Ride-A-Thon — Thank You!
River Valley Riders thanks the following individuals and businesses for supporting the 2016 WalkWheel and Ride-A-Thon by donating breakfast, lunch and door prizes:
Joan Berg
The DelGiudice Family
Donatelli's
Yvonne & Kent Ecklund
Focus Financial
Gulden's 61 Restaurant
Hagberg's Country Market
Rolf & Kathy Jo Hanson
Hagberg's Country Market
Cheryl & Todd Holt
Key’s Café
Houle's Farm Garden & Pet
Linda & Richard Knutson
Bonnie Linquist
The McLaughlin Family
Gail & Geary Olsen
Panino’s Restaurant
Sandy Ward
Anonymous Donors

Round-Up Dinner and Auction — Thank You!
River Valley Riders thanks the following individuals and businesses for supporting the Round-Up:
Envision Event Center
Fladeboe Auctions
Richard M. Schulze Family Foundation
Stagetime Productions
Tommy Burnevik
Advanced Dermatology Care
Acqua of Forest Lake
Apron Elegance
Afton Hudson Cruise Lines
Baker Court Interiors
Jeanne Barrett
Orphy & John Beattie
Joan Berg
Ed & Carron Birkholz
Law Office of Richard F. Carlson, Jr.
Cafe Latte
Candyland
Canterbury Park
Como Friends
Cotroneo's Wine & Spirits
Flat Earth Brewing Company
Noreen Dillon
Kathy Doucette
Yvonne Ecklund
Mary Lou Fiala
Ryan & Lisa Foss
Framed by Jane
Beverly Gerth
Grand Casino
Terry Guindon
Mimi Hasselbalch
The Hedges Family
Linda & Ted Johnson
Kelly Galleries
Keys Café
Kowalski's Oak Park Heights Market
Sue Klein
Robert Kramer
Linda & Richard Knutson
Lake Elmo Inn
Lily Spa Nails
Kathy Long
Jenny Mackey
Mancini's
Metro Dentalcare - Lakeland
Joe & Maddie Mauer
Mike McLaughlin
Theresa Milligan
My Pillow
Mystic Lake Casino Hotel
Nothing Bundt Cakes - Woodbury
Christina & Linda Nordstrom
Pearle Vision - Woodbury
Phil's Tara Hideaway Restaurant
John Petroski
Red Lobster - Maplewood
Resource Logistics
Jan & Bonnie Reyers
Salon Elite
Sam's Club
Simply Unique Snacks
Smack Shack
Sol Luna Salon
St Croix Casino
Vicki Scheunemann
Rick & Judie Steenberg
Jill Tauscher
Bill Tischer
Tom Reid's Hockey City Pub
Char Trende
Wayne R. Johnson Agency
Urban's Farm & Greenhouses
Anonymous Donors
A special thank you to the team of Round-Up volunteers!
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In Memory of Kenn Kopitzke

What It Takes

Kenn Kopitzke passed
away on January 14, 2016.
His unending energy for
Wacky Workshop projects
for whimsy and fun, for
restoring old, and creating
new sleighs and carts to
preserve the sport of
driving, and his capacity to
mentor and engage with
the many friends and
strangers (soon to be
friends) will be fondly
remembered. He served on the city council and as
Mayor in Afton.

Ever wonder what goes on behind the scenes at
RVR during the riding season? A lot of preparation
from trailering the horses to getting the lesson and
arena ready. This is made possible by many
dedicated volunteers – from horse owners to
instructors – each pulling together to make it
happen. There are horses to groom and brush to
ensure they look their best as they greet their riders
and volunteers. Horse pads are placed by the arena
for quick access.
Helmets are hung by the
evening’s schedule.

Kenn built the first wheelchair accessible cart for
RVR to use for our driving program many years ago.
In his memory, a new patio was built at the RVR
Afton site so that riders, volunteers, and family
members have a comfortable and wheelchair
accessible area to watch our lessons. We are
grateful to Kenn’s family and friends for honoring his
life with their memorial gifts.

All is quiet as volunteers and instructors wait to hear
the sound of cars coming up the driveway. And
finally, the anticipation grows as each rider arrives –
that’s when the smiles and laughter begin! Riders
are greeted by warm hugs from the instructors and
volunteers. “Walk-on” can be heard after the rider
mounts onto their horse as independently as
possible. The arena gate opens and transformation
begins.
To see first-hand the preparation and riding, visit
www.rivervalleyriders.org/community/photos/
to
watch “What It Takes – A Day in the Life of RVR.”

Stillwater Sampler

Congratulations to Linda!

The 10th Annual Stillwater Sampler Event presented
by the Stillwater Rotary Club will be held on Friday,
January 27th, 2017 at the Grand Banquet Hall in
Stillwater from 6:00 to 9:00 pm.

Congratulations to Linda Knutson, our new PATH
Intl. Therapeutic Carriage Driving Instructor! We are
so proud of Linda! She has been on her journey to
becoming an instructor for two years and passed
certification in October at Touchstone Farm in
Temple, NH. She has also been serving on our
Board of Directors and on several committees. We
are very glad Linda is officially part of our instructor
team!

Purchase your tickets now for the social and food
tasting event of the season promising to be a
delicious evening of great food and entertainment.
Stillwater Rotary’s own, Peter Clements, will
masterfully auction off vacations, special dinners,
the wall of wine, hosted dinner parties for you and
friends, and more! A raffle and silent auction will
complement the food and wine. Our engaged and
spirited community will be there to honor Rotary’s
Service Above Self.
This year, the Stillwater Rotary Club is pleased to
partner with River Valley Riders, who will receive a
share of the funds raised by this event.
For tickets, please visit www.stillwatersampler.com
or RVR website’s event page.
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Attention Horse Owners

2017 Volunteer Training

RVR is looking for additional volunteer horses for
the Afton site on Tuesday, Wednesday, and
Thursday evenings. We need people who are
willing to share their calm and quiet horse(s) with
RVR. This includes trailering them to and from the
site on the evening they choose to volunteer.

Saturday, April 22, 2017
Start thinking about Spring!

If you have a horse that you think could work for the
program (or know of a horse), please leave a
message on the RVR phone line 651-439-2558.
This call could give more riders the opportunity to
participate and receive the benefits of therapeutic
riding!

Breast Cancer Survivor Program
This pilot program is designed to offer women an
opportunity to experience their own strength,
healing, and joy through working with horses and
others sharing the same path of recovery. This 8week program will include riding and other equineassisted activities at our Afton site on Thursday
afternoons starting in May 2017. Please email
rjberg@centurytel.net or call 651-439-2558 for more
information.

Wish List
Automated External Defibrillator (AED)
New riding helmets — All sizes
Troxel Legacy or Ovation Schooler
17 or 18 inch Western Saddle

Share your RVR Moment Story
RVR is a place for family and friends. A place
where horses partner with us to change lives. A
place where the lives of people with special needs
are celebrated and embraced. A place where we
can make a difference.
Many volunteers and families have shared with us
the joys and rewards RVR has had in their lives. We
would love to hear your story. Let us know how RVR
has impacted your life, either as a rider or driver,
volunteer, a family member of a participant, or as a
horse owner.
Share your story through our
Facebook page or our website’s Contact Us page.
RIVER VALLEY RIDERS REVIEW

Our season-starting training day for all new
volunteers will be offered on April 22nd. Plan to
spend an all-day introduction to the fun and
responsibility of volunteering with RVR. Returning
volunteers are encouraged to attend this continuing
education opportunity. Mark your calendars for a full
and active day of learning, including hands-on
practice with our therapy horses.

We have therapeutic riding on Tuesday,
Wednesday and Thursday evenings and carriage
driving on Tuesdays and Thursdays – lots of
opportunities to volunteer! So please talk to your
friends, family, and co-workers about RVR and
hopefully they will want to come out to enjoy this
great experience. Lead by example — help from
experienced volunteers will be key to everyone’s
success!
RVR continues to partner with schools. If you are
available, there are daytime volunteer opportunities
starting on January 25th at our Rick-A-Shay Ranch
location. Please email rjberg@centurytel.net or call
651-439-2558 for information about volunteering
with the school groups.
More information will be available in March. Please
check our website for the latest updates as we get
closer to Spring!

Be the Hero
The end-of-year giving season is a great time to
make a donation to RVR and receive a tax
deduction. Donations to RVR make it possible for us
to provide services through the Operating Fund and
to build the indoor riding arena through the Afton
Improvement Fund.
Please share this message with your family and
friends through Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, or
email. Donations are accepted on our website by
credit card. Help us reach more people!
Another way to help is a gift of stocks or bonds.
Thank you for being the hero that help us do what
we do!
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RVR Therapy Horse Joe – Did You Know?
Joe’s registered name is “Sir Handsome Joe.” He is a
20 year-old quarter horse who was shown as a Western
Pleasure Horse. His grandpa is the Investor, a Quarter
Horse Hall of Fame inductee! When Joe sees
something interesting he makes a funny sound like he is
blowing bubbles with his nose. His eyes exude kindness
and his demeanor
is calm making him
a great companion
for RVR riders.
“It was a very
lucky day for me
when I met Joe and brought him home
to live with me. His nickers and hugs
make me smile,” says Joe’s mom,
Brenda Bindert.

A Western Pleasure
Horse is evaluated on
horse manners and
suitability for a relaxed,
but collected gait
cadence, along with a
calm and responsive
disposition. These
horses are known as a
“pleasure” to ride, while
being very smooth and
comfortable. No wonder
Joe is an excellent
therapy horse with RVR
and not to mention his
riders just love him for
being so sweet and
gentle. Thank you Joe!

Photo by Amber McLaughlin
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