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Mental and physical battle scars are common among military
veterans. Since 2008, Cornerstone Therapeutic Riding Center has
offered programs and services designed specifically for those who
have made sacrifices while serving.
Originally, Judy Beckett founded the organization with a focus on
traditional recreational therapeutic riding, working with adults and
children who had physical, cognitive or emotional disabilities. After
participating in a pilot program with the military, Cornerstone
added a program that focuses on wounded service members.
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"We are the first program in San Diego to develop equine assisted
therapy programs specific for the military,” Beckett says. "We are
very proud of that. It’s a very humbling thing to be able to do what
we do and be able to serve the people we serve.”
Balboa Naval Medical Center invited Cornerstone Therapeutic Riding
Center to put on programs for its staff. Photo by Jennifer Fabrick

In 2017, the organization’s focus shifted from offering the two
different programs to specializing in veterans and first responders, partnering with Balboa Naval Medical Center.
"We see such profound healing with the military through the horses — we felt very spirit-led that that’s where we were
meant to be and where we could make the biggest difference,” she says, adding that there are a number of wonderful
programs available for children with special needs, but not many that work specifically with veterans.
When it comes to first responders, Beckett recognizes that frontline medical workers are stretched beyond their limits,
particularly in the current pandemic. Recently, Balboa Naval Medical Center contacted her to organize
therapeutic events for its staff.
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"We were really honored. We took nine horses down to their baseball field to provide for their staff,” she says.
The events took a lot of coordination, and organizers and participants followed mask rules and social distancing.
Though founded in Ramona, Cornerstone moved to a new location in Escondido last year in response to the change in
its mission.
"We needed to be closer to the different facilities,” she says. "There were many patients in different places that we
wanted to be able to reach.”

I Just Don’t Have Time

Beckett describes their team as "small but mighty,” and the organization is very volunteer-driven. Those interested in
donating or volunteering may contact her at 760-525-2639.
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"There are many people in the Ramona community that still volunteer for us and support us,” she says. "They’re like
family to us.”
Cornerstone has four miniature horses, one miniature donkey and two full-size horses. With two horses recently
retired, they are looking to add to the group.
Beckett says the miniature horses are great ambassadors because they’re not threatening, and their cute appearance
helps break down barriers.
"One of the keys to helping people start the recovery process is that you have to tap into a place that’s very deep
inside them, that a lot of them don’t think exists anymore,” she says. "If you can tap into the place where they had joy,
you’re opening the door. It might just be a crack, but it’s a step in the right direction.”

SOAPothecary

A key to success is having a quiet and private space that allows people to find some semblance of comfort. Beckett
says a lot of clients are not looking for a clinical environment where they must relive memories.
"There are so many people that tell us, ‘I haven’t smiled in three years. I have not laughed.’ And they get here, and
they’re smiling, and it’s like the weight of the world is being taken off their shoulders.”
Equine assisted therapy builds confidence by teaching clients about horsemanship. The therapeutic benefits of
connecting with animals are huge — developing communication, trust and a bond with a living creature. This has
shown to help battle anxiety and depression, as well as aid in coping with the emotional, physical and psychological
trauma experienced.
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"Oftentimes, the horses are a bridge to relationships with people,” she says. "They start to see that they can feel again,
connect again, and start to see that there is a future, and there is hope. And if you can get there, you’re on the road to
recovery.”
Having served more than 1,200 men and women, Beckett says they are honored to do the work they do.
"The transition from military life to civilian life is very difficult, and they need some support, so that’s why we’re here,”
she says. "We give them a place of respite, a safe haven, a quiet haven.”
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