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Proud as Fauquier County is 
of its equestrian heritage, if you 
wanted to explore the region 
from horseback, for years you 
needed your own steed.

The new trail boss at Marri-
ott Ranch in Hume has a solu-
tion.

“People love seeing the area 
in such a unique way,” says Jean 
French, who took over Mar-
riott’s horse concession this 
spring. The first independent 
contractor to operate the trail 
string, and the first woman, 
French says she’s thrilled with 
how the program has grown in 
just three months in operation.

Part of the recipe for success 
for the rental-horse string, she 
says, is the Blue Ridge back-
drop to hundreds of miles of 
trails, exhilarating views from 
the saddle of the mountains 
between Hume and Linden. 

But the other ingredient, 
French maintains, is her fresh 
take on giving instruction, dol-
ing out tips to new and nervous 
riders with little experience in 
animal communication, and 
none with thousand-pound an-
imals charged with the safety 
of a rider’s life and limb.

“We have terrain and hors-
es to suit every level. That’s the 
first part,” she explains, and 
she’s developed a clear, simple 
instruction method to help cli-
ents actually learn to “ride.”

French has two dozen 
carefully-trained trail horses, 
mounts for the most nervous 
novice that needs a small, gen-
tle packer, to the experienced 
horseman seeking adrena-
line-pumped mountain rides 

in pursuit of small bands of 
Longhorn cattle hiding in the 
remote hill region of the 4,200-
acre Marriott estate. 

French has matching horse-
power for everything from 
one-hour beginner rides, lon-
ger intermediate-level moun-
tain rides, weekend-long cattle 
drives, training rides and more. 
The cost is $45 and up.

Eight wrangler-trail leaders 
help out, including French’s 
boyfriend and her 16-year-old 
daughter.

“Most people want to learn 
more about horses, to under-
stand their unique person-
alities, their communication 
styles,” she explains. “If you’re 
not around them a lot you just 
don’t see the nuances. I love 
to help people learn to read a 
horse.

“People want to understand 
what they’re doing. And why.”

Lifetime of learning
French, who turns 40 in 

November, was a classic “barn 
rat” in her teens, spending 
hundreds of hours as a wran-
gler at Marriott through high 
school and college. She helped 
in the barn, led rides, trained 
horses and just hung out, sit-
ting by the pasture, painting 
and sketching the horses af-
ter-hours.

French earned a Bachelor of 
Fine Arts from George Ma-
son in 1999. She left Marri-
ott in 2000 to take a job as a 
child care facility director in 
Catharpin, later getting her  
Master’s in early childhood ed-
ucation.

She missed the horses, 
though, and French took up 
team roping at Miran Farm 
near Aldie, developing her 
horse training business, the 
Natural Connection.

French left Miran in 2015 
and set up at a private barn in 

Warrenton. In February, Mar-
riott contacted her to take over 
the trail concession. She was 
thrilled, but remembered the 
frustration she’d felt in the past 
when she realized most wran-
glers didn’t want to teach the 
greenhorns.  

The head wrangler would 
give “the speech” to riders be-
fore they hit the trail, French 
recalls. “But we’d still get peo-
ple out of control.”

Riders were simply told their 
horses “were on autopilot,” not 
to bother trying to guide or 
give input. French realizes they 
were just trying to comfort be-
ginners, but greenhorns were 
left with loose reins on savvy 
trail-string horses bulling to 
the front of the line or angling 
off trail for a grass snack.

“Now that it’s my responsi-
bility, I reassure riders the hors-
es are gentle and well-trained, 
but I stress that the rider is 

responsible for speed and di-
rection,” French explains. “It 
empowers even a novice to be 
in control rather than just be 
along for the ride.”

French emails video instruc-
tion to clients when they sign 
up, simple, clear directions for 
starting, steering and stopping. 
The same tape plays on a loop 
in the reception room when 
they sign in. “I say it again 
while we’re getting ready, and I 
demonstrate before we ride out.

“It becomes osmosis. You’ve 
heard it three or four times, 
saw me demonstrate it on the 
tape, and live, in person, on a 
horse right in front of you. It’s 
easy, even for a first-timer.”

She’s trained all eight of 
her wranglers to give the same 
basic instruction. She also en-
courages trail leaders to share 
their thoughts on horseman-
ship and “talk riding” out on 
the trail, even with first-tim-

ers. “It empowers the riders,” 
French says. “They love having 
that information.”  

Laura Knight started train-
ing with French in 2009. 
Knight was horse shopping, 
and told French “I want you to 
find me a horse to love,” Knight 
recalls. “Jean knew exactly 
what I was talking about. No 
other trainer understood.”

Through French, Knight has 
learned the nuances of horse 
communication. And she’s still 
learning. “Jean is an excellent 
teacher. There’s so much to 
learn,” Knight says.

French has another clear 
measure of the success of link-
ing her Natural Connection 
program to the old-fashioned 
trail concession. “People come 
back from rides laughing and 
smiling,” French says. “That’s 
how I know it’s working.”
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Lots to love on the trail in Hume
French takes over horseback 
concession at Marriott Ranch

COURTESY PHOTOS
The Marriott Ranch trail ride concession was taken over earlier this year by longtime wrangler and 
horsemanship trainer Jean French. French uses lessons from her Natural Connection program to keep 
beginner riders happy and safe, while challenging more experienced riders on the steep terrain near Hume. 

Rent a horse, take a ride
A list of places to take trail 
rides with rental horses:
• Marriott Ranch, Hume. 
marriottranch.com
• Rocking S Ranch, Winchester.
therockingsranch.com
• Magic Mountain Farm, 
Winchester. 
magicmountainfarm.com
• Graves Mountain Lodge, 
Syria. gravesmountain.com
• Salamander Inn, Middleburg. 
salamanderresort.com
• Fort Valley Ranch, Fort 
Valley. fortvalleyranch.com
• Double H Stable, Front 
Royal. doublehstable.com
• Royal Horseshoe Farm, Front 
Royal. royalhorseshoe.com

Purchased by Marri-
ott hotels founder J.W. 
Marriott Sr. as a private 
retreat in 1951, the 4,200-
acre estate near Hume of-

fers bed-and-breakfast in 
the 1814 James Marshall 
manor house, business 
conference space in an ad-
jacent pavilion, weddings, 
managed deer hunting 
and more. Horseback 
opportunities range from 
hour-long guided begin-
ner rides, to wine-week-
ends to cattle drives of the 
property’s Longhorns.

Like the members 

of the Marriott family 
who use the ranch while 
operating their Bethes-
da-based hotel empire, 
the Marriott Ranch has 
been a home-away-from-
home for many. 

President Ronald Rea-
gan, a personal friend of 
J.W. Marriott, went rid-
ing with the King of Mo-
rocco here in the ’80s.

The Marriott Ranch is 
a 4,200-acre bed-and-
breakfast property in Hume 
centered around an 1814 
James Marshall manor 
house and trail rides.
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President Reagan rode here

HORSE BRIEFS

EQUINE VIRUS
Two Culpeper horses
stricken with EHV-1

Two horses from the same 
Culpeper farm have been 
diagnosed with EHV-1 (Equine 
Herpesvirus-1).

The first is receiving 
supportive care after being 
isolated Aug. 11 at the Marion 
duPont Scott Equine Medical 
Center in Leesburg.

The second horse was 
euthanized on Aug. 14 after 
developing a fever and severe 
neurologic symptoms. The farm 
is under quarantine.

EHV-1 can cause respiratory 
disease, abortion in mares, 
neonatal foal death or 
neurologic disease. 

Transmission likely occurs 
by inhaling infected droplets or 
ingesting material contaminated 
by nasal discharges or aborted 
fetuses. Clinical symptoms may 
include a fever, difficulty urinating, 
depression and stumbling or 
weakness in the hind limbs. 
Supportive therapy is used to treat 
these cases, though severe cases 
have poor prognosis for recovery.

See vdacs.virginia.gov/
animals-equine-herpes-virus.
shtml or contact 804-786-2483 
if you suspect the disease in 
your barn.

JUDGED TRAIL
Crystal Crown rides
start up in September

The Crystal Crown judged 
pleasure ride series continues 
at the Sept. 10 Clifton Horse 
Society ride at Bull Run Regional 
Park. The Battlefield Equestrian 
Society hosts a judged ride Sept. 
24 at the Manassas National 
Battlefield Park.

Rides are about 10 miles dotted 
with judged trail “obstacles” such 
as crossing a creek, opening and 
shutting a gate, picking up an 
object and more.

Prizes are awarded in breed 
and age divisions as well as 
points tabulated for the Crystal 
Crown series.

Entry details are available at 
battlefieldequestriansociety.org.

HUNTER PACE
Fall series begins Sept. 17

Virginia’s fall hunter pace 
series kicks off at the Deep 
Run Hunt Sept. 17. The series 
continues Sept. 24 at Bull Run 
Hunt, Oct. 1 at Keswick, Oct. 8 at 
Casanova, Oct. 15 at Warrenton, 
Oct. 22 at Old Dominion, Oct. 29 
at Rappahannock, with the finale 
Nov. 5 at Farmington.

Fall hunter pace courses are 
five-six miles for teams of two 
to four. There are foxhunter and 
pleasure divisions, with most 
jumps optional.

The series flyer can be found 
at bullrunhunt.com.

Prince said. “I never try to pre-
dict wins, just set goals that are 
obtainable and strive for it. … 
We strive to make the playoffs. 
Then anything can happen.

“And we’d like to have an 
above-3.1 GPA,” he said. “Some 
things you can control and some 
you can’t. We can control our 
GPA.”

The Falcons missed the 
playoffs each of the past two 
seasons after qualifying from 
2010 through 2014. They also 
haven’t won a playoff game 
since 2002, entering this sea-
son on a 0-7 run.

Fauquier will play its first 
home game of 2017 on Sept. 
1 against Brentsville, but then 
the Falcons have four consecu-
tive road games and a bye week.

“The thing I’m concerned 
about is only have one home 
game in the first six weeks,” 
Prince said. “That’s going to be 
a challenge, but we’ll overcome 
that, hopefully.”

Fauquier’s depth also wor-
ries Prince a bit. He has 61 
players this season after having 
about 70 last fall.

“We’ve got to get more up-
perclassmen out to play,” he 

said. “These kids start to spe-
cialize in one sport,” which 
limits football participation.

Plus, Fauquier lost a hand-
ful of all-conference players 
to graduation in receiver John 
Smith, defensive end Darian 
Poles, punt returner Henry 
Delavergne and quarterback 
and punter Ryan Crabtree.

Jackson Eicher will step into 
that starting quarterback role 
as only a sophomore.

“He’s thrown some nice 
balls, and he’s going to get 
better with more experience,” 
Prince said of the 5-foot-11, 
151-pound Eicher. “Some-
times he gets hurried and, like 
any sophomore, loses the tech-
nique. He’s just got to perfect 
his trade a little bit.”

Eicher will have four in-
experienced starting wide re-
ceivers in sophomore Hershel 
Rinker and juniors Carson 
McCusker, Tommy Schank 
and Austin Parker. But when 
Mullins plays, he’ll likely be the 
Falcons’ best offensive weapon.

“He’s got a lot of poten-
tial,” Prince said. “He’s a big-
play threat. He scored a lot of 
touchdowns for us last year. It’s 
all if he can stay healthy and on 
the field.”

Greyson Thomas is also a 
weapon at running back, but he 
missed the majority of Fauqui-
er’s 2016 games due to injury.

“Greyson, if we block up 
front, can be a very good run-
ning back,” Prince said. “He’s 
got good vision and good cut-
ting ability, and above-average 
speed. He could have a great 
year, if he stays injury free.”

The offensive line includes 
three senior returning starters 
in Siders at right tackle, Ste-
phen Potucek at right guard 
and Joey Heisler at center. Se-

nior left tackle Andre Thomp-
son and junior left guard Tyler 
Cole round out the line.

“They’re the engine of the 
team,” Prince said. “How they 
go is how we’ll go. If they have 
a great year, we’ll have a great 
year. … I expect them to step 
up and run the team.”

The defensive line is com-
posed similarly with Siders, 
Heisler, Potucek and senior 
returning starter Josue Reyes-
Gaines. Junior Tyler Cole is 
also a returning starter at line-
backer, which he will play with 

Schrank and Rinker.
Safeties Parker and Mc-

Cusker compose the secondary 
with junior Kevin Chavis and 
sophomores Jashua Kenny and 
Elija Ramey at cornerback.

Despite only two returning 
starters on defense, that unit 
impressed Prince during the Fal-
cons’ second scrimmage of this 
preseason against Potomac Falls.

“We’ve done some very good 
things defensively so far,” he said. 
“We’ve been out of position some 
times, but some of the mistakes 
are correctable mistakes. And we 
were getting to the football and 
aggressive. It’s just been kind of a 
collective effort.”

Fauquier’s first-team players 
outperformed Potomac Falls, 

Prince said, but the Panthers 
still won the scrimmage after 
Martinsburg beat the Falcons 
in an earlier scrimmage.

“That’s irrelevant to me,” 
Prince said of preseason scores. 
“I was just real pleased at the 
overall [performance] last 
week. The whole tempo of it.”

FALCONS, from Page A1 FAUQUIER OFFENSE
QB: Jackson Eicher, Soph.
RB: Greyson Thomas, Sr.*
WR: Carson McCusker, Jr.
WR: Tommy Schrank, Jr.
WR: Austin Parker, Jr.
WR: Hershel Rinker, Soph.
LT: Andre Thompson, Sr.
LG: Tyler Cole, Jr.
C: Joey Heisler, Sr.*
RG: Stephen Potucek, Sr.*
RT: Amir Siders, Sr.*
 *Returning starter

FAUQUIER DEFENSE
DL: Amir Siders, Sr.
DL: Joey Heisler, Sr.
DL: Josue Reyes-Gaines, Sr.*
DL: Stephen Potucek, Sr.
LB: Hershel Rinker, Soph.
LB: Tommy Schrank, Jr.
LB: Tyler Cole, Jr.*
S: Carson McCusker, Jr.
S: Austin Parker, Jr.
CB: Kevin Chavis, Jr.
CB: Elijah Ramey, Soph.
CB: Jashua Kenny, Soph.
*Returning starter

FAUQUIER 
SPECIAL TEAMS
K: Camden Dargis, Sr.*
P: Kevin Chavis, Jr.
KO: Camden Dargis, Sr.
KR: Carson McCusker, Jr.
KR: Jashua Kenny, Soph.
PR: Austin Parker, Jr.
*Returning starter

Thomas, Mullins, new QB operate behind Falcons’ capable offensive line
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Fauquier has an unbalanced schedule with four out of its first five on 
the road. The second half of the season included four home game 
including the season-ending Bird Bowl at Falcon Field on Nov. 3.


