
By Deveau Zubrod Kreitzer

Richard Cicero Jr. grew up with hackney ponies, his 
parents had their own barn in Connecticut called 
Rochelle Farms, named after his two sisters, Rose 
and Shelly. While his dad held a full-time job as a 
policeman, he made time for the farm as well. 

They worked the ponies themselves, and had a small breeding 
program as well. “My parents tell stories about how they use to 
set up a little corral at shows for us and the oldest kid would 
be in charge,” recalled Cicero. He remembered the family 
atmosphere and community fostered during his days showing 
on the east coast circuit. 

As he got older, the training and care of the horses was 
something he learned as part of the family, and he got more 
involved. At just 16, he started training horses professionally. “I 
had the pleasure of learning and being around some of the 
best trainers there were. They taught me so much and they 
were willing to take a young guy like me and help.” Some of 
the trainers that Cicero watched and learned from were Gib 
Marcucci, Doc Raun, Denny Lang and Terry McKenzie. 

While his background was with the hackney ponies, he became 
more involved with the Saddlebred industry when Jan Lukens 
convinced him to broaden his horizons and step on a horse. 
He had been exposed to the breed while he was at shows, but 
hadn’t spent as much time around them. “She told me to come 
to Ravena and learn to ride, so I did. You can’t become a good 
horse trainer until you learn all aspects of it.” 

Cicero continued to work with the horses, honing his craft, and 
enjoying success in the industry, but when he was 21-years-
old his path changed dramatically when he joined the army. 
He had grown up in a family of servicemen and felt the duty 
and responsibility to go and serve his country, as the Gulf War 
was going on in the Middle East. His dad had downsized the 
training operation, and worked just a few ponies for other 
people. While the ponies had to take a back seat, Rick tried 
to keep up with what was going in the industry, and would 
make it to as many shows as possible. He recalled how he 
would come home and go to horse shows. “I would fly home 
from the Middle East in time to go to Louisville for the World 
Championships.”

While in the army, Cicero served as a paratrooper from 1990-
1994, and another three years in the Army National Guard. He 
followed in his dad’s footsteps and became a police officer after 
his service, first in Connecticut, and later in Virginia. While he 
enjoyed the ponies still, and fooled around with them now and 
again, he never again had his own barn or really showed much. 
“I actually got involved with police dogs and their training,” he 
explained. In 2003, Cicero joined the Virginia State Police. “I 
was a Virginia trooper and had a shift partner whose wife had 
Saddlebreds. I went and taught her how to bit a horse, and I 
broke a couple young ones for her.” 

Cicero retired from the police force in 2007 after a training 
injury damaged his knee, and then moved to Florida and went 
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on to become a military defense contractor in the middle east 
for three years. He worked with the U.S. Marines and their 
dogs, and then returned to work with the Royal Canadian 
Regiment as an IED (Improvised Explosive Device) detection 
dog handler in Afghanistan. In 2010, he was working with a 
team of men from the Canadian forces, teaching the soldiers to 
work with dogs trained to sniff out explosives. His team came 
under fire when an IED detonated. Cicero was credited with 
clearing the area of any secondary devices, aiding a wounded 
soldier, and setting up an evacuation zone. 

Just days later, his dog sniffed out another bomb, leading him 
directly to it. Too close, the IED exploded, targeting Cicero, and 
resulted in catastrophic injuries from the detonation. Cicero 
lost his right arm and right leg in the explosion.

After a long and arduous recovery, Cicero was fitted for 
prosthetic limbs. It was a hard adjustment, but his bravery and 
faith never wavered. Of course, lucky to be alive, the thought 
of being around the horses again was the furthest thing from 
his mind. 

In 2015, Cicero was awarded the Defense Medal for the 
Defense of Freedom, the civilian equivalent of the Purple 
Heart for service members. It was also in 2015 that Cicero 
began working with the Walter Reed National Military Medical 
Center in Bethesda, Maryland as a medical test subject in the 
study and engineering of prosthetic limbs. Cicero now has a 

battery-powered arm that moves when he thinks it, just like his 
other intact arm. The robotic arm is attached to bone, which is 
an experimental procedure called osseointegration. 

“Inside my arm, and my leg as well, the bone was hollowed out 
and tapped, just like you would tap a nut to screw a bolt into, 
and the base piece screws directly into that,” Cicero told Bay 
News last year. 

The technology was pioneered in Europe and clinical trials 
began at Walter Reed just a few years ago. Traditional socket-
based prosthetics offer many challenges for their users, including 
skin irritation and pain. The process of osseointegration is done 
in two stages several months apart, as the bone must have time 
to heal in between stages. The prosthetic device now clicks on 
in just seconds, and eliminates the extra weight, the plastic, and 
the sweating from a traditional prosthetic limb.

In March of 2018, Cicero had surgery again so that doctors 
could attach a prosthetic leg straight to his thigh bone, making 
him the first person in the U.S. to have osseointegration in both 
an upper and lower limb. “I have the benefit of sensation as well 
as advanced control and function of the prosthetic and that’s 
what finally got me back into horses,” explained Cicero. 

 “When it came time to liquidate my dad’s ponies and tack last 
year, I called Lark [Henry] and asked if she would like some 
stuff.” Cicero and Henry had been acquaintances for many 
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named High Steppers Simply Awesome and they debuted at 
the Pro-Am Charity Horse Show this spring in the Hackney 
Harness Pony division to a reserve championship. The duo 
took home a blue ribbon at the Summer Fun Horse Show. 

“He’s become so capable. In the beginning we were all a 
little frightened. He’s always said, ‘what’s the worst thing that 
can happen, I’ve already died,’’’ said Henry. “I would say in the 
beginning; I had heart palpitations. But now I completely have 
faith in him, and trust him 100 percent. He can do more than 
I can do, especially being around the farm and being handy. He 
made me a believer, and I think it’s made him a believer too. I 
don’t think he knew he could even do what he’s doing.” 

“Here we are today and going into Louisville,” added Cicero. 
“Getting back on the green shavings, and 
being able to do it in the position I am in 
now is incredible. If I can do nothing but 
help lead in the community and help bring 
back some of the family atmosphere, 
I’ll be happy.” Cicero is grateful for the 
opportunities the horse industry has given 
him over the years, the memories and 
friendships they have created, and he’s 
excited to be able to give back to that 
industry. “The horse business has been 
really wonderful to me.”

“We have a lot of kids in the industry; 
the equitation programs, the road pony 
medallion programs, there are so many 
opportunities for them. I want to help be 
a good example to overcome adversity in 
life and not let small hurdles stop them. I 

can help change the dynamic for the better and I want to be 
a part of that. That’s something the horses have given me the 
opportunity to do, that no place else can.”

Cicero is grateful that the horse community has welcomed 
him back with open arms. “When I came back to the horse 
show in March at Gasparilla, we were stabled next to Randy 
and Denessa Harper – I’ve known them my whole life. I was 
walking down the aisle and Denessa came over and recognized 
me and said hello, and the next thing I know I’m out there lining 
a pony and jogging a pony with them. I asked Randy, ‘Am I still 
allowed in the club?’ He said, ‘Brother, you never left the club.’ 
And that just speaks volumes.”

Since his osseointegration surgery, Cicero has also been able 
to return to other loves of his, including training K9’s, teaching 
martial arts, and shooting. He was formerly a professional 
firearms instructor and has worked with Sig Sauer, creating 
a pistol stabilizing brace, and running a program called Learn 
to Shoot Again. Cicero goes out to the veteran community 
and works to rebuild veteran’s self-confidence by providing 
them the opportunity to not only learn to shoot again, but 
also providing them a network and community – much like the 
community that Cicero is wanting to continue to grow in the 
horse industry. 

years. “We basically grew up together on the New England 
show circuit. I was from Massachusetts and he was from 
Connecticut,” said Henry. “At Eastern States Horse Show we 
were always stabled across from each other.” 

Henry asked Cicero to stop by and fill her in on the ponies, 
what they needed, and how they worked. Rick’s father wasn’t 
doing great health-wise, so he was trying to help him downsize. 
“He sent me two older ponies, I found one a home, and the 
other is in the pasture, and will end up being a lesson pony,” said 
Henry. “Then he had one I believe he got from Gib Marcucci, 
he’s a really nice pony, somehow I got that pony. He’s in training, 
so I was messing with him, and I said, ‘Rick, I haven’t done the 
ponies, will you come out and give me some pointers? He said, 
Ok, when do you want me to come’.” 

Cicero hadn’t worked with horses at all 
since his injuries, and he came out to the 
barn, with no intentions of actually handling 
the pony. He just expected to give her 
some insight into it’s previous work routine. 
“The next thing I knew, there was a set of 
long-lines in my hand, and it was like sticking 
a needle in a junkies arm,” recalled Cicero 
excitedly. “I never really thought that it was 
something I would ever be able to do again. 
I did it with one hand, and I really never 
thought that I would have the ability to walk 
like I could.”

A week later, Cicero was back out at Henry’s 
Bobbin Hollow Farm north of Ocala, 
Florida to work with the pony again.  “We 
got him hooked and I swung a leg over the 
cart.” That feeling was one that Cicero had been waiting years 
for, even though he didn’t even know it. After some discussion 
between Henry and Cicero, Henry slipped the right line onto 
Cicero’s prosthetic hook. Neither had any idea if it would work, 
and Henry admitted she was a bit terrified of the situation. 
Neither knew if he would be able to steer or have control 
of the pony, but both were willing to give it a shot. “It was an 
absolute game changer for me,” said Cicero with emotion in 
his voice. “I could feel his mouth through my arm, and I couldn’t 
believe it.” 

Game changer it was, Cicero was at the barn again and again. 
He couldn’t get enough of his moments with the ponies. “He’s 
got the entire team behind him,” added Henry. “In the beginning 
we had three of us at the pony. It was like a kid learning to ride 
a bike with training wheels, we would run around with him. It 
was kind of like setting your kid free, and when we let him go 
on his own, old Rick came back.”

“The first time out of the arena. He got so excited and leaned 
into the pony, and was growling at him. Every time I look at that 
picture, I’m reminded of that moment.”

It didn’t take Cicero and Henry long to find a nice harness 
pony for him to call his own. Cicero purchased the black gelding 
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“I’m very active in the veteran community. I want to get more 
veterans engaged in the horse industry, getting them out to the 
farm and watching them work and learn a little bit. Every barn I 
know of needs help and we can get these guys trained and get 
them employment and get them out of the house every day.”

Cicero also worked with Bobbin Hollow Farm on creating 
a day for Veterans during the Summer Fun Horse Show in 
June. “We invited some of the area veterans to come out and 
see the horses. I would love to get a program and funding 
for them. Whether it be they want to hop on a tractor and 
go for a ride, or come and learn about horses, teach them 
the horsemanship aspect of it – because horses never lie 
to you. It takes the human element out of it. Many veterans 
have emotional issues from combat and it takes the personal 
nonsense out of it. It makes them productive and helps us out 
too. The more they learn, the more they want to learn, and the 
more they want to do.”

“His military friends are wonderful people and wonderful 
friends,” added Henry. “To be honest with you, I didn’t think 
it was possible, until Rick. They don’t want it to be therapy, 
they want to feel a part of normal life. I’m now a believer that 
this can happen. Not only injured veterans, but veterans that 
may have PTSD. The hands-on experience, and a little bit of 
normalcy for them. They have been a big help. He’s out there 
teaching them how to brush, and so much.” 

“We haven’t really developed it into anything huge yet, but Rick 
has been an inspiration, I think it’s something,” Henry added.

Cicero has two children, a son Dylan who is 28, and a daughter, 
Scarlet, 21. They are both following in their father’s footsteps, 
serving their country. In fact, Dylan was stationed in Afghanistan 
at the same time as his father, when the accident happened. He 
flew with Rick to Germany on the Medevac flight and stayed 
with him at the hospital. Cicero said that having his son there 
when he woke up was the best thing because he had always 
taught his own son to make the best of any situation. He didn’t 
complain, instead had faith that he would be okay. 

Scarlet, is currently stationed in California in the Monterey area. 
“She’s a driving force that kept me coming back to the horses,” 
explained Cicero. She learned to ride while they were living in 
Virginia, and then was involved with the ponies as well. “She was 
at the horse shows when I was not. She’s helping learn the barn 
duties and doing all these different things. The horse industry 
is so welcoming and those are the kind of things that bring it 
all together.” She plans to stay active in the horse industry and 
continue to ride herself. When in Florida, she spends much of 
her time at Bobbin Hollow as well. 

Rick spends as much time as he can at the farm. “He is obsessed 
now. This is his thing. This is what it’s supposed to be about. He 
makes me look at it new as well,” added Henry. Cicero has a 
camper at the farm so he can spend days at a time there, and 
he enjoys working on the farm when he’s not working with 
the ponies. “He’s fixed our golf cart, our lawnmower, he’s fixed 
everything on the farm, we need to keep him around for our 
farm hand,” laughed Henry. “There’s literally nothing he can’t 
do.”

Cicero showing High Steppers Simply Awesome at Pro-Am 
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