
What profession other than your own would you like
to attempt?

If I switched disciplines, I would go with four-in-hand
driving. I think it’s another very old art form. It’s fasci-
nating with the beautiful rigs. 

What drew you to dressage?
I was raised western. My dad had cutting horses, and I
loved the little Quarter Horses. The first time I saw a
warmblood, it was the most beautiful horse I’d ever
seen. It was like my dream horse. I watched the horse
perform an extended trot. I jumped right in after that. 

What is your drink of choice?
Start with a Cosmo, then red wine.

What was the last book you read?
Annie, Between The States by L.M. Elliott.

What one item from your wardrobe best personifies you?
My cowboy boots. 

What do you consider your greatest achievement?
My family. My husband and I have three wonderful
children. 

What do you like about your main breeding stallion,
Donates?

His brain. He really stamps his babies with it. They’re
easy, trainable and super sweet horses. He puts pretti-
ness on babies and has very correct conformation.
He’s got a fabulous tail!

Why did you decide to open another facility in
Middleburg, Va.?

I started the business in 1998 [in Fulshear, Texas]
when I married my husband. Texas has got great horses
and awesome people, but it was hard to always be
hauling horses across the country to get to shows. My
husband is from Maryland, and his family is here. It’s
beautiful, it’s horse country, and it makes my life
much, much easier doing what I do with dressage.

You own German Riding Ponies. Why do you like them?
We don’t have enough great ponies for kids. In
Germany, all the kids are riding these ponies that are

basically watered down warmbloods. They have all the
movement of a big horse. Typically, they are not rotten
and naughty like some ponies. My daughter competes
two of them. I’m really happy that they started the
USEF Pony Pilot program [in 2009].

Can you tell me about your involvement with the USEF
Young Horse program?

I’m a huge supporter of the Young Horse program and
keeping the money and breeders here in the United
States. There are a lot of wonderful breeders in America,
and they’re producing top quality horses that can rival
Europe’s. Everybody’s impulse is to go to Europe. You
can hop around from barn to barn and look at a lot of
horses very quickly. 

How have your other life experiences colored your
involvement in the horse industry?

I also do the [U.S. Dressage Federation Region 9] Dr.
Bob Fund. I started it when my father passed away. It’s
for a young rider. Kids write in about their achieve-
ments, their horse, and what their goals are. We select
two recipients, and we award a scholarship to them.
Dressage is expensive, and there’s not a lot of prize
money.

One of your sons is severely allergic to horses, while
your other son battled leukemia as a child. How did
that affect your family?

When I found out, I was devastated. I thought I’d never
have horses again. But you do anything you can for
your child. I used to have to come home from the
ranch and wash my clothes and take a shower because
you couldn’t be near him. Until he went off to college,
I could never live on my ranch. 

The leukemia really put horses on the back burner. I
didn’t have time. 

I won the Leukemia And Lymphoma Society’s
Equestrian of the Year award in 2009 [for raising the
most money]. I’ve been involved with that for 12 years. 

It seems like you’re living the dream. How does it work
out in reality? 

I’m very blessed. I do think dressage should be fun.
Why do it if it’s not fun? Having my 13-year-old daugh-
ter doing it with me is a blast. 
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Since starting Canaan Ranch in 1999, Melanie Pai has become a familiar face in the dressage breeding world, with
her horses making their marks in the young horse and Fédération Equestre Internationale classes. 

In 2008 and 2009, Pai was the U.S. Equestrian Federation/Farnam Platform Breeder of the Year for Dressage
Breeding and the Dressage Horse Owner of the Year.

In 2001, Pai imported her top stallion, Donates (Diamond Hit—Grazienna, Rubinstein I), a German Oldenburg.
He was reserve champion at the 2007 USEF/Markel National Young Horse Championships (Ky.) in the 6-year-old
section and is now competing with Lynda Alicki at Prix St. Georges and Intermediaire I. 

Pai is also known for importing Floriano (Florestan I—Wichita, Weinberg), who, with Steffen Peters aboard, was
an alternate at the 2004 Olympic Games in Athens and competed in the 2005 FEI World Cup Dressage Finals
(Nev.). Pai sold Floriano in 2005 to concentrate on her breeding program, and he went on to compete on the U.S.
team at the 2006 World Equestrian Games (Germany) under the ownership of Laurelyn Browning.
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