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The effects of multiple
sclerosis mean Vickie
George spends a lot of
time in a wheelchair, but
on Fridays, therapeutic
horseback riding gives her
back the feeling of moving
freely. (Buy photo)
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Why Vickie rides
Horseback lessons offer fun way to exercise
muscles

By JILL FREDEL,  The  News  Journal
Posted Monday, October 9, 2006

As Sabbah makes his way around

the ring, rider Vickie George fields

questions.

What does she know about

embryonic stem cell research? Has

she heard about Botox as a therapy?

Not typical horseback-riding talk. But

not all that unusual for someone

with multiple sclerosis.

George, 50, has been coming to the

Center for Therapeutic and

Educational Riding at C-Line Stables

near Townsend every Friday morning

for about six months. She gets her

muscles stretched, works on her

balance and strength, and as a

pleasure rider before her diagnosis,

enjoys just being on a horse.

"When you live inside the disease

every day, you forget what it feels like to move freely," she says.

George, who lives in Newark, is a guest lecturer at the University

of Delaware and Delaware Technical & Community College and

for the MS Society. She also has developed exercise and training

programs for people with disabilities at the Brandywine YMCA and

at her Web site, www.yesyoucanusa.com.

She was diagnosed with progressive MS on June 30, 1995, after

she noticed her right leg felt funny while out running with her

yellow Lab, Ginger.

For four years, she says no one could tell she had the disease. As she lost strength in her

left leg, she needed one cane, then two. She had similar problems with her right arm and

hand. Enter the scooter. Then her left arm and hand. She now uses a motorized wheelchair

and has an assistant.
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Exercise and weight training help her maintain her independence, and horseback riding

diversifies her schedule.

The indoor arena at the stables has been dug out so a horse walks down a grade to the

dirt floor. That makes the mounting area even in height with the back of the horse. Riders

who use wheelchairs are lifted by instructors and other volunteers onto their horses.

"Will you smile for me this morning?" George's instructor Rebecca Shea asks as they adjust

her in the saddle. George offers a smile through clenched teeth. She says it hasn't been a

good week.

Before long, George and Sabbah are ready. Shea is on the left side; Pam Silverman, the

center's director, is on the right, and volunteer Charlotte Pearce leads Sabbah out of the

arena.

"The biggest thing," Shea says, as they stop to stretch George's legs, "is to help her have

a good day."

George had her best day in late August. After a morning lesson, she left an excited voice-

mail message on Shea's cell phone thanking her for an "excellent, awesome day."

"It was as if nothing was wrong with me. As if I were normal."

George sits in her wheelchair a month later, remembering.

"To have experienced what I felt that day was ..." the words stop and tears trickle down

her face. "... it really did take me back in time."
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