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POMFRET HORSE & TRAIL ASSOCIATION IS MAKING A DIFFERENCE
There is no better way to experience the beauty of Pomfret than from the back of a horse.

For hundreds of years equestrians in the Quiet Corner of Connecticut have enjoyed unparalleled open space, breath-taking scenery, and the freedom to explore the countryside on miles of beautiful trails. 

In fact, an article – “Picturesque Pomfret” – from the Connecticut Quarterly in 1896 described the town as a perfect place for horseback riders. “From the top of Prospect Hill one may get a splendid bird’s-eye view into Massachusetts and Rhode Island. There are over one hundred miles of well-kept highways in the township of Pomfret, plenty of wood-roads, and bridle-paths innumerable, so enticing to the equestrian.”

Indeed, horseback riding in Pomfret is a long-established tradition. Pomfret’s unique rural character and agricultural heritage are the reason that most equestrians choose to live here. But even in rural northeastern Connecticut, trails have started to disappear as large tracts of land are sold and developed.
In the summer of 2008 a group of concerned horse enthusiasts started a grass roots organization whose mission is to protect and enhance the interests of horse lovers in the town. The impetus for undertaking the formation of such an organization came from Lisette Rimer, who has been riding in Pomfret for over 25 years. 

“Pomfret was settled and worked in 1713 when the horse was the only means of transportation. The Pomfret Horse & Trail Association wants to preserve that means,” she said. As a member of the Conservation Committee, Rimer is well versed in the issue of protecting open space, and her interest in the impact on horse owners naturally followed. “Open land is the jewel of our town, and we, as riders, have come to treasure it because we have seen it as few others have. We have the rare opportunity of saving the character of Pomfret before it’s too late.” 
The town of Pomfret is fortunate to be home to large tracts of land belonging to the Connecticut Audubon Society, Wyndham Land Trust, Nature Conservancy, New England Forestry Preserve, as well as the state of Connecticut. In the past two years the town approved a $4 million bond specifically for the purchase of open space. However, many of these parcels of land are not open to equestrians.
Penny Foisey, a lifelong equestrian who grew up in Pomfret, serves as president of Pomfret Horse & Trail. “During my youth, my friends and I spent many hours traversing Pomfret on horseback,” she recalls. “Things were different back then, not so many worries. Our community has grown, and along with that growth we’ve lost much open space and gained more traffic. As we work towards preserving open space, we help maintain the tradition and character of Pomfret.”

In order to preserve and maintain the century-old system of trails, Pomfret Horse & Trail feels a responsibility to help protect the town’s ever precious open space. In addition to encouraging good horseback riding practices, the group strives to inform, educate and expand public awareness of the opportunities available for equine enthusiasts. 
In a few short months the group created a logo, put up a web site, joined the Connecticut Horse Council, created by-laws, wrote trail use regulations and safety rules for horseback riders that include information for motor vehicles, and started mapping the system of trails currently in town. They also joined the Wyndham Land Trust in order to support its effort to preserve land. One of the first projects was to cut a trail through the Tucker Preserve, one of nearly 30 parcels owned by the Land Trust. Since 1977 it has acquired around 1200 acres in nine northeastern Connecticut towns. 
The Land Trust has in turn supported the Horse & Trail Association’s desire to create new trails by allowing access to this and other properties. “We are so grateful to the Wyndham Land Trust for opening these parcels to horses,” said Foisey. “We are looking forward to creating other trails that will connect with existing trails, giving riders some long loops where they are able to explore and enjoy the beauty of these open spaces.”

In addition to Wyndham Land Trust property, PHTA has cleared other trails in Mashamoquet State Park, Connecticut State Forest, and New England Forestry Preserve. Some older trails have not only become overgrown and fallen into disrepair, but they have water crossings that have also become impassable. PHTA spent a weekend reconstructing a bridge on private property that now allows riders to safely cross a stream. The group is looking into another possible bridge rebuilding that will open a trail that has been unavailable for many years.

PHTA has sponsored two successful fund raisers – trail rides on private land not open to the public, followed by lunch. A number of members have joined the Volunteer Horse Patrol and assisted the local Lions Club in an event held at the town recreation park. The most recent accomplishment is a new trail designation in Mashamoquet State Park.

In an attempt to create a trail loop south of Route 44, PHTA members discovered a section of the blue trail in the park would be an important component of the loop. Looking for permission to ride on that section, the group approached Park Supervisor John Folsom, who in turn suggested asking the state Department of Environmental Protection, which oversees the state parks, if the trail designation could be changed to include equestrians.

Late in the fall PHTA was notified that the change in trail designation had been approved by the DEP. Part of the agreement is to provide trail maintenance, so the next step was to clear areas in this section of trail to accommodate equestrian traffic. 

With help provided by Rectory School students during its community service day, the trail section was cleared and will soon have signs showing it is open to horseback riders. This now completes one of PHTA’s first long-range goals – an eight mile trail loop that includes town-owned property, the Airline Trail, New England Forestry, and Mashamoquet State Park. The entire trail is on public land and can be accessed by anyone on foot, horseback, mountain bike or cross-country skis.

Now with 46 members, PHTA is starting to work with private landowners to create and maintain trails for equestrians. In order to maintain good relationships and communication with landowners, the group has put together a packet of information that includes a contract and release form, Connecticut equine liability statute, PHTA trail use regulations, a list of members, certificate of insurance and membership application materials. 
“We have worked hard to become a well regarded organization and have a positive impact on the town of Pomfret,” said Margie Huoppi, who serves as secretary, oversees the web site, and produces a monthly newsletter. “Our informational materials look professional, good public relations is a high priority, and we are trying to get the support of landowners by showing that we are a knowledgeable and responsible organization.” 

The Connecticut Horse Council recommends that horses “leave no trace.” “That’s our goal in Pomfret as well,” says Rimer. “Pomfret has been very horse friendly, and it is important for horse people to be good neighbors. We have to leave a small footprint, and we can do that by policing ourselves. By being responsible riders, we hope that landowners will continue their generosity in allowing access to their land, especially as the town acquires more open space.”

