HORSEBACK HAVEN

Equine therapy brings
‘a little miracle’ to those in need

BY MARTHA CLEMENT ROCHFORD

T

urning up the
slope toward the
EquiCenter at the
William & Mildred
Levine Ranch in Honeoye
Falls feels like stepping into
an Andrew Wyeth painting:
rolling fields, a distant barn,
and a wide and peaceful
expanse of sky.
Master Sergeant
Luann VanPeursem felt
that peace the first time
she drove up. “I was very
apprehensive, but as soon
as I started coming up
the drive, I could feel the
heaviness being lifted,”
she said.
That heaviness is
the burden of severe
post-traumatic stress.
VanPeursem is a 33-year
military veteran of the
United States Air Force
who served multiple
combat tours in Iraq.
She explained her hypervigilance: “I’ve learned that
complacency can kill you,
so you always have to have
your guard up.”
But that can be
devastating at home. Her
everyday environment feels
threatening, she said, “until
I come here.”
Equine therapy at
the EquiCenter includes
therapeutic riding and
horsemanship. It can
address physical injury
and disability, trauma,
cognitive impairment and
social-emotional challenges.
EquiCenter also offers
therapeutic horticulture,
canine-assisted therapy,
adaptive yoga and dedicated
programming for veterans.
While the number
of veterans served by

EquiCenter continues
to rise, the majority of
program participants are
children with special needs,
and 40 percent of those
children are on the autism
spectrum. EquiCenter
also helps individuals
with cerebral palsy,
stroke, multiple sclerosis,
learning disabilities, eating
disorders, as well as at-risk
youth. CEO Jonathan
Friedlander said they are
also “exploring helping
people with dementia and
Alzheimer’s, and working
more with people with
spinal cord injuries.”
Michele Schilling has
been bringing her daughter Luann VanPeursem (left) and Ella Schilling: For both, EquiCenter has been a life-changing place. PHOTOS BY MARTHA CLEMENT ROCHFORD.
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